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Abstract 

 As a result of globalisation, queer communities in Asian countries have been exposed to 

western queer political thinking and strategies, and their queer identities and political aims are 

often assumed to be shaped by these generalised western queer frameworks.  Queer individuals 

in Asia are often assumed to share the same political struggles and goals as those in the West.  

From a critical postcolonial perspective, the global expansion of western ideas about queerness is 

understood as a form of western domination of minority sexuality and gender groups in Asia.  

This dissertation starts from the premise that this assumed homogenisation does not describe or 

account for the cultural particularity and experiences of queer people in Asian countries.  I argue 

here that queer identities and politics in Asia are shaped by the complex relationship of foreign 

and domestic influences.  I deploy a combination of three theoretical frameworks: queer theory, 

glocalisation and intersectionality to study queer identities and queer politics in Thailand and 

Japan chosen for their significant, long-standing and legal queer communities.  Queer theory 

reveals the fluidity, complexity, contingency and diversity of queer identities in each case.  

Glocalisation allows me to analyse mutual and complex interactions between national and 

foreign influences.  I examine the culturally distinctive aspects of Thai and Japanese queer 

politics, as well as aspects that resemble western queer politics, and those that are constructed by 

cultural hybridisation.  I deploy intersectionality to explore the diverse experiences of members 

of Thai and Japanese queer communities in national and globalised contexts.  The combination 

of these frameworks allows my analysis to challenge prevailing ideas about the homogeneous 

experience of queer people in Asian countries, and the impact upon them of western queer 

definitions, concepts and political strategies.   

Key Words: Queer, Globalisation, Glocalisation, Intersectionality, Thailand, Japan        
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 The main focus of this thesis centres around the implications for queer communities of 

the global expansion of queerness, or queer globalisation, in Asia.  I am Thai and I recognise that 

the discussion about homosexuality, transgenderism and other forms of queerness in my country 

usually revolves around binary notions surrounding tradition and modernity, or East and West.  

Sexuality is seen as more than just a personal preference because it is attached to other qualities.  

For example, stereotypes of Thai gay men are ‘fashionable’, as they are seen to be the pioneers 

of creative ideas and they are able to follow popular trends, especially those from foreign 

countries.  This seems to create a link between homosexuality and the ability to embrace 

foreignness.  This connection also exists in academic and activist domains.  As a political science 

student, I have to rely on English sources to learn about queer identities.  I find it inevitable for 

Thai scholars in queer studies to use English terminology, refer to thinkers of the West, and use 

examples of queer political movements in western countries to discuss queerness.  Moreover, 

Thai queer activists also use American-derived symbols such as rainbow flags to represent their 

groups, and they usually refer to the history of queer politics in western countries as an 

inspiration to fight for rights and freedom.  This raises one question in my mind: as Asian people, 

do we have to be ‘westernised’ to be queer?         

 Living in New Zealand as a graduate student, I have noticed that it is easy to discuss 

American issues such as the Stonewall Riots, the Orlando Nightclub Shooting, or the impact of 

Donald Trump’s presidency upon the wellbeing of queer communities in the United States.  

However, few people have any knowledge of queer cultures and queer politics outside western 

contexts, because non-western countries do not have the same power to spread information 

globally about their own queerness.  For instance, kathoey (กะเทย), a unique queer identity in 

Thailand, is comprehended by Thai people, but not by foreigners.  This observation has 1

encouraged me to try viewing queer globalisation from a non-eurocentric perspective, because 

 In terms based on western discourse kathoey can be roughly translated to ‘transgender women’ but as a Thai I 1

recognise that this identity is more complex than that.  The label traditionally represents the third sex and androgyny 
in addition to transgenderism from male to female.
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distinctive strands of Asian queerness also exist which are not completely replaced by western 

influences.  It is therefore important not to exclude Asian queerness from discussions about queer 

globalisation in Asia.   

 In addition, the assumption that there is a single global queer culture suggests that one 

standard is able to represent queer people in any country.  In the media, queer communities in 

Asia appear to be similar to those in the West in many aspects.  For instance, queer communities 

in some Asian countries hold Pride Parades to raise awareness of queer-related issues.  Around 

2011, I saw some Asian queer people praise Lady Gaga, an American artist, as their icon.  Her 

song “Born This Way” became the anthem to show the pride of their communities.  In 2015, 

some queer Asian people put a rainbow filter on their Facebook profile pictures after the 

Supreme Court legalised same-sex marriage across 50 states of America.  In 2016, queer people 

in Asia expressed their condolences for the queer victims of an Orlando Nightclub Shooting.  In 

these instances, queer globalisation not only spreads information from the West to Asia, but it 

seems to join queer people together under the same cultures and political goals.    

 As I have seen diversity within queer communities, this has made me sceptical of the 

global generalisation of queer people.   Some people might argue that the acronym LGBT 

already represents a variety of homosexual, bisexual and transgender people.  Also, there are 

other terms added after LGBT including Q for queer, I for intersex, and A for ally or asexual.  

However, the diversity of people in queer communities is not limited to gender and sexual 

aspects.  I have discussed the stereotype of Thai gay men above but I have seen some of them 

who cannot fit into these representations.  For example, not all of them are interested in popular 

culture and western fashion.  While Thai gay men come in all shapes, sizes, and colours, the gay-

oriented media mainly uses tall, well-built, and fair skinned men to represent their communities.  

Moreover, Thai gay films generally represent those who are from a middle-class and Buddhist 

background.  I rarely see any that include working-class gay men, or the struggle of gay Muslims 

in Thailand.  This suggests that a singular representation fails to reflect the diversity of queer 

people.  I argue in this dissertation that queer globalisation is not a phenomenon that everyone 
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can experience in the same way.  The complex situation of each individual leads them to 

experience the global spread of queerness differently.  As I report in my research, some queer 

people easily adjust themselves to the flow of cultures and knowledge about queerness from 

western countries, while others are unable to understand or have access to that knowledge and 

culture.  Some actively promote queer liberation movements, and others choose to willingly 

accept their inferiority as a sexual minority.  

 Given the binary assumed between the East and the West in the discussion about queer in 

Asian context and the generalisation of queer people, I decided to explore queer globalisation in 

two Asian countries, Thailand and Japan, and to show this global phenomenon from a local 

perspective, in its full complexity.  I use a combination of three theoretical frameworks, namely 

queer theory, glocalisation, and intersectionality, all of which criticise the assumption of 

international generalisation or universalisation of queer cultures and queer communities.  My 

thesis aims to develop a model based on “queer hybridisation”, following on from the work of 

Asian queer studies scholars, such as Peter A. Jackson, Mark J. McLelland, and Katsuhiko 

Suganuma .  In addition, I combine this model with intersectionality to study diversity in queer 2

communities and their members’ experiences regarding the global expansion of queerness. 

In the discussion of queer globalisation I propose two main research questions:   

1) How does the interaction between national and foreign queer cultures shape the cultural 

identities and political cultures of Thai and Japanese queer communities?   

2) How does the complex intersection of multiple identities within Thai and Japanese queer 

communities shape the interaction between national and foreign queer cultures?   

 I discuss the model of queer hybridisation of the above-mentioned and other scholars in the field of Asian queer 2

studies in chapter three.
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 For the first question, the hypothesis is that queer identities and queer politics in each 

case study will show the complex interrelationships between global and national components.  

Queer identities and queer politics in both countries will not only exhibit aspects that are unique 

to their cultural contexts, but also reflect the process of cultural hybridisation and mutual 

interaction between domestic and foreign influences.  For the second, the intersection of queer 

identity and other identities is able to shape interactions between national and foreign queer 

cultures, making queer people’s experiences diverse.       

 In chapter two I will discuss the rationale for my case studies, research methodology and 

fieldwork.  From possible candidate countries in Asia I have chosen Thailand and Japan because 

their unique characteristics suit the analysis of glocalisation, or the hybridisation and mutual 

interaction between global and local elements in queer cultures and queer politics.  Furthermore, 

I outline the rationale for my fieldwork and data analysis.  In chapter three, I will introduce the 

three main theoretical frameworks, namely queer theory, glocalisation, and intersectionality.  I 

use these frameworks to study the mutual interaction between local and global queer cultures in 

Thai and Japanese queer communities by focusing on the topic of the culture, politics and 

diversity of queer people.  These three frameworks aim to criticise the perspectives that 

generalise and homogenise queer cultures and queer communities. 

  

 In chapters four and five I describe the social, cultural and political context in which 

queer identities and queer communities are situated.  In chapter four, I focus on the first case 

study — Thailand.  At the beginning of the chapter, I discuss a traditional Thai concept of three 

sexes consisting of male, female and kathoey, which represents the combination of the first two 

genders.  In the second part, I describe traditional hierarchical structures and the national value 

of humility which discourages social minorities from challenging authority.  I will also discuss 

two examples of people of lower socio-economic status and Thai women in patriarchal Thai 

society, as both can be seen as similar and interrelated to that of queer minorities.  In chapter 

five, I explore queer identities and queer cultures in Japan.  In the first section of the chapter I 

will focus on the traditional concept of personhood and interpersonal relations — amae which 
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refers to the feeling of dependence on others.  Amae makes individuals attach themselves to 

groups of people and prioritise collectivity over individuality.  Its influence has shaped the way 

in which queer identity is perceived.  Amae impacts not only upon queer people but it also 

influences other social minority groups.  As a social condition it reduces diversity among 

Japanese people, and excludes social minorities from the dominant society.  In the second 

section, I discuss the status of ethnic minorities and women in a patriarchal society, as both can 

be seen as interrelated to the invisibility of Japanese queer people. 

 In chapters six and seven I report the results of my fieldwork in Thailand and Japan, 

including my observations, interviews with participants and my research into the media, popular 

culture and other primary resources.  In both chapters I present the findings from my interviews 

with Thai and Japanese participants, observation of their communities and the media that are 

related to queer issues in both countries.  I divide both chapters six and seven into three main 

parts.  In the first, I will introduce the interview participants and give a brief history of queer 

rights activism.  Part two is related to the topic of the national particularity of Thai and Japanese 

queer politics, and those characteristics that resemble and demonstrate the influence of western 

queer politics.  The third part will focus on the intersectionality of multiple identities of queer 

people and their diverse experiences.   

 Chapter eight is divided into two sections.  In the first I focus on the glocalisation 

analysis of queer politics in Thailand and Japan.  The main themes regarding this topic include 

social visibility, commitment to political activism, and transgender politics.  I conclude the 

section with the glocalisation of traditional philosophy, namely Buddhism, and imported 

knowledge about queerness.  In the second section, I focus on the interaction between queer 

glocalisation and intersectionality, and analyse how the intersection of multiple identities shape 

the experiences of queer glocalisation in Thailand and Japan.  I will conclude the thesis by 

discussing the significance of my findings and presenting the limitations of my research.  Finally, 

I will outline the direction for future research into queer globalisation in Asia.  
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Chapter 2: Case Studies, Research Methodology and Fieldwork 

 This chapter focuses on research design, the rationale for my selection of case studies, 

and sets out the fieldwork and research methodology used.  I deploy case-study methodology to 

describe the relationship between queer globalisation and national queer cultures in two Asian 

countries.  From possible candidate countries I chose Thailand and Japan for academic and 

practical reasons.  I will look at the characteristics of the two case studies, including high social 

tolerance towards queerness, the existence of well-developed queer cultures, and the evidence of 

local cultures that were related to homosexuality and transgenderism prior to the globalisation 

era.  For practical reasons, I also considered as important factors my familiarity with national 

cultures and languages, and the safety of conducting research.  Besides outlining details about 

the two case studies, I will touch on the research methodology that I used to collect and analyse 

information from my participants and other sources.  This includes semi-structured interviews, 

observation, short-term ethnography, and narrative analysis.  I also describe recruitment of 

participants, as well as the limitations and obstacles that occurred prior to and during my 

fieldwork.   

The Definition of ‘The West’ in this Dissertation 

 Before explaining my rationale of choosing Thailand and Japan as two case studies, I will 

describe the definition of ‘the West’ herein, as I will refer to this term throughout this 

dissertation.  The concept of ‘the West’ here is defined in terms of the perceptions of Thai and 

Japanese people, so it does not represent what western countries really are.  This term generalises 

western countries as a monolith, in the same way in which non-Western countries are viewed 

from a Eurocentric perspective.  Occasionally, ‘the West’ strictly refers to the United States, 

because that country had had the most recognisable influence on queer cultures according to 

some Thai and Japanese people, including some participants in this research.  I will further 

discuss this generalisation of ‘the West’ in later chapters, as this discussion is related to my 

research fieldwork and arguments in the analysis chapter.   
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 As I mainly focus on the cultural particularity of Thai and Japanese queer communities 

and their national contexts, I exclude cultural differences and diverse political cultures among 

western countries.  Although I recognise that international interactions within the globalisation 

era are not limited to those between the East and the West, this binary shapes the discussion 

about queerness in Thai and Japanese contexts.  My participants generally refer to the West when 

compared to Thailand and Japan, overlooking the existence of countries in Latin America, 

Africa, Middle East, or Oceania.  During my research fieldwork, I also observed cultural 

interactions among Asian countries and discuss this information in chapters six and seven.  

However, as the influences of Asian queer cultures on Thailand and Japan were still less 

recognised by my participants, in this dissertation I focus my discussion on the influences of, and 

reactions to ‘the West’ in my two case studies. 

Case Studies: Thailand and Japan 

 I use descriptive case study analysis to explore in detail the relationship between queer 

globalisation and national queer cultures in Thailand and Japan.  According to Robert K. Yin 

(1989, pp. 18-120) and Dawson R. Hancock (2006, pp. 16-17; p. 32), case study research aims to 

provide a rich description of how and why certain events occur, by gathering evidence from 

various sources such as interviews, observation, and documentation.  Yin (1989, pp. 52-54; 2012, 

pp. 143-146) also describes the benefit of multiple-case analysis as it can provide greater 

confidence in research findings when compared to single-case research, especially in terms of 

providing more detail and information.  By studying two cases, I do not aim to produce a 

structured comparison.  My purpose is not to predict outcomes in other countries or to identify 

and discuss processes which one may look for in other case studies.  The aim of my detailed 

study is rather to show the in-depth workings of the interactions between national and foreign 

influences on queer politics and queer communities of Thailand and Japan.  I hypothesise that the 

outcome from the interaction between global and national influences in each country is different 

depending on the particular circumstances in that country.  This means the interaction between 
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the global and the local could be usefully explored in other case studies, but outcomes would be 

different in each case.            

 In selecting cases, I also considered other Asian countries which also offered possibilities 

for exploring the effect of globalisation on national queer communities.  For example, Taiwan 

has an international reputation as a queer-friendly country.  It has annual Pride Parades and 

queer-oriented tourist attractions such as saunas, pubs and night clubs.  In 2017, Taiwanese queer 

rights activists made great progress with Taiwan aiming to be the first Asian country to legalise 

same-sex marriage (Haas, 2017).  This indicates the extent to which queer cultures and queer 

politics in Taiwan are developing.  According to Tao-Ming Huang Hans (2011, pp. 11-12), 

Taiwan’s background as the colony of a non-western empire, namely Japan, and its attempt to 

maintain its status as ‘the real China’ against Mainland China’s refusal to recognise it as a 

country, can provide a unique context where local queer cultures and queer globalisation interact.  

When compared to Mainland China and Singapore as other Chinese-dominated countries, 

Taiwan is a rare example for queer-related research, since the other two do not have similar 

reputations as queer-friendly countries.  Taiwan could be studied to show understanding of how 

Chinese culture adjusts to queer globalisation to produce an exceptionally queer-tolerant 

environment.  However, as Taiwan is a relatively new country, I decided to limit my focus to 

Thailand and Japan because both had a history of queerness before World War II and the 

globalisation era.  Although Taiwanese concepts of queerness have their foundations in Mainland 

Chinese cultures in which there is some evidence of pre-modern queerness, queer culture and 

queer politics in the two countries are not identical.  Thus, it is inappropriate to claim that pre-

modern queerness in Mainland China is a direct part of Taiwanese history.  Queer cultures and 

queer politics that are culturally unique to the Taiwanese context emerged around the 1950s 

(Hans, 2011, pp. 31-32).  This factor suggests that queer globalisation and international queer 

cultures have had stronger influences on the emergence of Taiwanese queer cultures and queer 

politics.  When compared to Thailand and Japan, Taiwan provides less information regarding 

cultures that are not shaped by modern foreign influences.  Additionally, in terms of practicality, 

I am more familiar with Thai and Japanese culture and languages, which gives me a greater 
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advantage when collecting data from Thailand and Japan than in it does from Taiwan.  Therefore, 

I decided to limit my research options solely to Thailand and Japan.                   

 While I have decided to rule out any former western colonies from my research, I do not 

claim that they have no local queer cultures nor that they are undeserving of attention from Asian 

queer studies scholars.  Bret Boyce (2015, p. 11, p. 21), cites an example of a former British 

colony, India, where there is a caste-like gender category of hijra (‘eunuch’ or ‘hermaphrodite’ in 

Urdu).  The term refers to transgender women who live together in a community and have their 

own distinctive subculture and beliefs.  India also has a concept of androgyny and 

hermaphroditism in its mythology, as in Ardhanarīśvara or the androgynous composition of 

Hindu God, Śiva, and Hindu Goddess, Parvati, suggesting that former western colonies are able 

to provide valuable knowledge about local cultures that are different from modern popular queer 

cultures.  However, the majority of former western colonies in Asia have discriminated against 

queer people, which may have limited the growth of their cultures and politics.  According to 

Boyce (2015, p. 14), the Indian Penal Code was used as a model for colonial penal codes and 

became the archetype of laws that criminalised homosexual acts in other British colonies.  Even 

after decolonisation, former British colonies such as Bangladesh, Brunei, Malaysia, Myanmar, 

Pakistan, Singapore, and Sri Lanka have still not legalised homosexual acts (Itaborahy & Zhu, 

2013, pp. 65-66).  This seems to make conducting research on queer topics in some former 

western colonies challenging due to limited sources of information and the risks involved.  

Consequently, I am limiting my options to countries where queer people are more willing and 

able to participate.     

 My three main academic reasons for choosing Thailand and Japan are: higher social 

tolerance towards queerness in these countries; well-developed queer cultures; evidence of local 

homosexuality and transgenderism-related cultures before interaction with the West.  These 

characteristics are shared by these two case studies, as they have never been directly colonised 

by any western countries.  Jackson (2009, p. 366) observes the connection between the absence 

of direct colonisation by the West and the development of queer cultures in Asian countries.  
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While former western colonies appear to be less friendly towards queerness, queer culture 

developed well in the self-modernised capital cities of Thailand and Japan.  Unlike some western 

colonies in Asia, Thailand and Japan were not subject to the criminalisation of sodomy (Jackson, 

2009, p. 366), and consequently never inherited this legalistic stance towards same-sex sexuality.  

Gregory M. Pflugfelder (1999, p. 172) and McLelland (2000, p. 23) argue that criminalisation of 

sodomy did not exist in the Japanese juridical tradition, but was actually derived from foreign 

origins.  During the Meiji era, Japan once briefly criminalised sodomy (鶏姦 - keikan) in 1873 

after it modernised according to western model, but later removed the provision from the 

criminal code in 1881.  However, despite the brief criminalisation, the legalisation of 

homosexual acts in Japan occurred in 1882, which was quite early when compared to the 

majority of Asian countries (Itaborahy and Zhu, 2013, pp. 65-66).  Currently, Japan has no 

criminalised same-sex sexual activities.  Thailand has promoted heteronormativity since it has 

modernised according to a western model.  Despite labelling sodomy as the opposition to 

national tradition, there has been no actual prosecution of same-sex sexual activity (UNDP & 

USAID, 2014, p. 23), and Thailand officially legalised homosexual acts in 1956, which made it 

one of a few South East Asian countries to do so (Itaborahy and Zhu, 2013, pp. 65-66).   

 In addition to the legal aspect, both Thailand and Japan have their cultural roots in 

Buddhism, which has contributed to a higher social tolerance towards sexual minorities.  Penny 

Van Esterik (2000, pp. 87-88) describes how Thai Theravada Buddhism does not have especially 

negative stance towards homosexuality.  Actually, all types of sexuality, either heterosexual or 

homosexual, are equally understood as the obstacle to spiritual progress.  Additionally, 

Buddhism in Thailand recognises the existence of the third sex category (Siker, 2006, pp. 

78-79;), which is not labelled as ‘sinful’ (Van Esterik, 2000, pp. 87-88).  I will continue the 

discussion of the influences of Thai Buddhism on high social tolerance towards the third sex in 

Thai society in chapter four where I will also include other traditional discourses related to queer 

in the Thai context.  In the case of Japan, homosexuality used to be common amongst Japanese 

Buddhist monks, and was perceived as compensation for the prohibition of women in 

monasteries (Faure, 1998, p. 223).  Relationships between older monks and young male novices 

�10



were understood as pedagogical or even platonic, because the younger was supported and guided 

by the older (Faure, 1998, p. 217, p. 227; McLelland, 2000, pp. 19-20; Wilson, 2012, p. 32).  

Bernard Faure (1998, p. 224) also describes that in the pre-modern era, male homosexuality 

among Japanese Buddhist monks was not restrained because it was ‘a sin,’ but because it 

disturbed monastic life, for example, male homoeroticism contributed to misogyny which was a 

sign of spiritual degeneration in Buddhism.  I will discuss other aspects of male homoeroticism 

in pre-modern Japan, which was not limited to Buddhist monks, in chapter five, as well as other 

details in regard to Japanese understandings of queer.  In this discussion of the Buddhist view on 

homosexuality, it is important not to assume that Thailand’s and Japan’s opposition to non-

heterosexuality is similar to that from a Christian perceptive. 

 Their traditional background in Buddhism enables both countries to have a more neutral 

stance towards homosexuality, which contributed to more social tolerance of queer people in the 

modern era.  To be more precise, Buddhism shapes the way in which Thai and Japanese society 

express their opposition towards queerness and results in discrimination being more subtle and 

less overt.  It is not my intention to minimise the seriousness of criminalisation of homosexuality 

in Christian or Muslim countries in Asia and elsewhere.  However, when concerns centre on 

countries that violently abuse queer people, this increases the risk of overlooking how 

discrimination can also occur in less obvious forms.  In social contexts where tolerance towards 

queer people is high, Thai and Japanese queer people rarely experience hate crime or physical 

violence, but they still face prejudice, verbal abuse, unequal opportunity, and social exclusion, 

which can also negatively impact upon their lives.  Therefore, it is important not to exclude queer 

rights-related problems in countries that appear to be tolerant towards queer people.   

 Higher social tolerance also relates to active queer cultures in Thailand and Japan.  As 

described by Peter A. Jackson (2009, p. 366), Bangkok and Tokyo can be seen as queer Asian 

capital cities as they have lively queer communities and flourishing queer cultures.  Jackson 

(2011, p. 2) describes how Thailand has become stereotyped as a queer paradise.  With the 

widespread presence of queer people, Thai society appears to be ‘queer-accepting’.  Foreigners 
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perceive Thailand as an exotic place where they can participate in queer-related festivals or 

parties, and use the services of queer sex workers, especially ‘ladyboys’ who are sometimes seen 

as an unofficial symbol of the country.  Unlike other countries in South East Asia such as 

Malaysia or Singapore, Thailand permits queerness to share some space within the dominant 

society.   

 In the case of Japan, as Romit Dasgupta (2006, p. 122) and Katsuhiko Suganuma (2011, 

pp. 345-346) discuss, Japanese queer cultures are distinctive and influential.  The authors give an 

example of Tokyo giving birth to a globally famous queer district, Ni-Chōme which became an 

inspiration for queer districts in other Asian cities, such as those in China, Taiwan, Thailand, and 

Singapore.  While Japan does not have a reputation for being a queer paradise like Thailand 

does, as one of the major cultural powers in the region, Japanese queer cultures influence queer 

people outside its territory.  Dasgupta (2006, pp. 121-122) describes how other Asian countries 

perceive Japan as the representation of trendiness and modernity.  They then accept Japanese 

popular cultures in order to associate themselves with the above-mentioned qualities.  Dasgupta 

(2006, pp. 131-132) and Sun Jung (2011, p. 30) provide an example of how the genre of 

bishōnen (美少年 - beautiful young men), comic books about homoeroticism between 

androgynous male characters, have influenced popular culture in other Asian countries.  For 

example, bishōnen has set a new trend of androgynous and metrosexual masculinity in Asia, 

which became the standard for popular boy bands in South Korea.  Although Japanese society 

attempts to conserve heteronormativity and reject queer cultures as a part of its tradition, it is 

difficult to overlook the influences of Japanese queer cultures on other countries that have made 

Japan stand out as an important centre of Asian queer culture.  Consequently, the queer cultural 

activeness of Thailand and Japan suggest that both are abundant resources of information 

regarding Asian queer cultures and queer communities.   

 A crucial factor for my research is that Thailand and Japan show evidence of pre-modern 

and local same-sex activity and transgenderism.  As I intend to show the local diversity and 

cultural uniqueness of Asian queer politics, it is important to have access to knowledge about 
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local discourses about non-heterosexuality and non-gender binaries in those countries.  While 

Thailand and Japan privilege heteronormativity, there are some areas where national queer 

cultures have been able to develop.  Jackson (2009, p. 366) suggests that Thailand and Japan are 

suitable for the study of interaction between queer globalisation and local queer cultures within 

the context of Asian countries because they have evidence of non-heterosexuality and non-

gender binaries that developed before the Cold War when they formed close international 

relations with the United States, and before the globalisation era.  This characteristic supports the 

study of the interaction in which international and local queer cultures mutually interact.  

Throughout this thesis, I will examine the evidence of how Thailand and Japan have constructed 

queer cultures and queer politics based on influences from foreign countries as well as from their 

own traditions.  Interaction between both domestic and foreign influences in Thailand and Japan 

has produced hybrid queer cultures that are able to represent a unique combination in each case 

study.  As I have shown in my earlier discussion of the Buddhist basis of Thai and Japanese 

perceptions of homosexuality and queerness, these two countries also have other traditional 

discourses of homosexuality, transgenderism, and queerness that still have influences on modern 

queer cultures in the present, thanks to their shared history of not being directly colonised by 

western countries.  Thai and Japanese discourses of queerness are able to represent cultural 

particularity in a way that challenges the generalisation of queer cultures.  These discourses are 

also important components in complex interactions between my two case studies and the West 

that lead to culturally hybridised products.  In chapters four and five, I will further discuss Thai 

and Japanese discourses of queer, and their influences on queer cultures and queer communities 

in modern Thai and Japanese society.      

 In addition to academic reasons, practicality also shaped my decision to choose Thailand 

and Japan.  I am more familiar with the cultural contexts of both Thailand and Japan than I am of 

other Asian countries, therefore it is more practical to undertake case studies about these places 

where I already have some knowledge.  As a native Thai, I do not have difficulty further 

exploring Thai queer communities because I am familiar with local discourses of queerness and 

aware of queer rights issues.  It is also easier for me to access Thai queer communities to 
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communicate with and collect information from participants.  Japan is my second most familiar 

country.  When compared to Thailand, I have limitations in understanding some cultural aspects 

because I am not Japanese.  My background knowledge of this country has come from my 

experience of studying Japanese from an early age, and from my personal interest in Japanese 

arts, entertainment, and media.  I use background knowledge and familiarity as a stepping stone 

to explore Japanese queer communities in depth.  Additionally, both Thailand and Japan have 

already legalised homosexual acts and have a high social tolerance towards queerness, making it 

safe to conduct queer-related research when compared to many countries in Asia.  My intention 

is to collect information from diverse sources, which will include interviews with Thai and 

Japanese queer people, as well as observation of their communities.  Moreover, it is more 

practical to conduct research in countries where participants do not have to face serious issues 

around providing information: neither do I have to risk my own personal safety to observe their 

groups.  

          

Participant Recruitment, Research Fieldwork, and Data Collection 

 In accordance with the guiding principles for conducting research with human 

Participants, as set out by The University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee 

(UAHPEC), it is important for me to consider risks and harms of my participants.  Consequently, 

I have designed my research according to the regulations of UAHPEC to ensure their privacy 

and safety  of my participants.  After considering the risk, I prepared a Participant Information 3

Sheet (PIS) and Consent Form (CF) to inform participants of the nature of this research, 

including procedures, potential harm, and contact details.  Both documents are translated into 

Thai and Japanese to enable participants to better understand the information.  I had Japanese 

native-speakers proofread the documents before sending or handing them to participants.   

 Since 2015, I have searched for information about queer rights movements and queer 

activist organisations in Thailand and Japan.  Originally, I chose to directly contact queer activist 

The reference number of my Ethics Approval is 013989.3
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groups in both countries to to study their experiences and their perceptions of rights issues in 

their countries.  During the contact with the representative of each group, I introduced myself 

and outlined my intention of collecting data from members of the group.  After the representative 

agreed to have members participate, I sent PIS and CF via email to the representatives and 

arranged the schedule when I would travel to collect data through interviews and observation. 

However, only two Thai and one Japanese queer rights activist organisations agreed to recruit 

their members to participate in my research.  When the recruitment turned out to be more 

difficult than I anticipated, I decided to use a snow-balling approach to recruit additional 

participants.  Queer activist groups that had already permitted me to recruit participants 

introduced me to others working in the same network of queer support groups that I did not 

contact.  However, some are not political activists but are working for, or are members of queer 

groups.  Originally, I chose to interview non-activist members to collect information about 

subjects besides queer rights activism, such as the intersection of multiple identities of queer 

people.  I also expected that some possibly had connections to other queer activists or other 

queer groups.  In regard to my rationale of including non-activist participants, their opinions 

towards political cultures were different from those who actively participated in rights activism.  

Their responses revealed the absence of political engagement within Thai and Japanese queer 

communities, which enabled me to see queer political cultures and diversity within queer 

communities from a well-rounded perspective.  Since I included activist and non-activist queer 

groups, I adjusted my focus to include the perspectives of participants in both groups.   

 From the interviews and my observation of queer support groups, the discussions of 

political assertiveness were generally related to political ideology that was described by my 

participants as ‘western,’ ‘modern,’ ‘international,’ or ‘non-traditional,’ such as individualism and 

human rights.  This contrasts with Thai and Japanese traditions that, as I discuss later in this 

dissertation, are more collective and hierarchical.  Solely focusing on political rights activism 

would not have enabled me to discuss the influences of Thai and Japanese traditions on queer 

communities that made them less assertive, non-confrontational, and more likely to willingly 

accept their limited rights.  By referring to traditional influences on the lack of political 
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engagement of Thai and Japanese queer communities, I do not intend to sustain the binary 

between ‘the queer-supporting West’ and ‘the conservative East.’  As I discussed earlier in this 

chapter, the original backgrounds of pre-modern Thai and Japanese society did not oppose to 

homosexuality, transgenderism, and some traditions produced high social tolerance towards 

queerness in modern society.  My intention is to take the discussion of queer politics in Thailand 

and Japan out of the Eurocentric frame where opposition to queerness is based on Christian 

interpretations of sexuality and queer support ideology is shaped by western individualism.  

Consequently, responses from non-activist participants were included, because they could 

represent traditional influences that shaped their reasons not to participate in political activities 

or not to be political assertive.  Some responses provide reasons behind either the acceptance of 

or the resistance to newer knowledge that are imported from the West.  As my dissertation is not 

prescriptive, I will not define or suggest which political strategy is suitable to Thai and Japanese 

contexts to promote queer rights.  Instead I will focus on providing information about that 

complex interactions between national and foreign queer cultures and their influences on 

identities, political cultures, and members in queer communities, which will be discussed in 

details in chapters six, seven, and eight.        

 In the case of Thailand, high social visibility enables queer people to form organisations 

to promote their rights issues.  However, the majority are concerned with health issues and 

prejudice against queer people, especially transgender women and homosexual men that are 

usually labeled by Thai media as promiscuous, sex workers, or carriers of HIV.  There are a few 

queer support organisations that actively work in activist and academic fields.  The majority of 

them are lesbian groups that were not comfortable being interviewed by a male researcher.  In 

the case of Japan, it was easy to find information on the Internet about queer rights activist 

organisations that actively work to promote understandings about sexual minorities in Japanese 

society.  However, the cultural barrier was one major factor that limited the number of Japanese 

participants.  Japanese queer people do not feel fully comfortable discussing their experiences 

with a stranger because sexuality is still considered a personal topic.  Strong social pressure, 

which I will further discuss in later chapters, causes them to choose to hide their queer identity 
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from others.  Due to the small number of Japanese participants, I decided to include LGBT 

circles (サークル) that provide spaces for queer people to meet and exchange their stories with 

each other, but most members of these groups do not participate in political activism.        

 During data collection, all participants were handed the PIS and CF in person before the 

interview and observation.  Participants who were not available received consent forms and 

information sheets from the representative of their group or from me via email.  After 

considering potential harm, I chose not to use audio and video recording as I am aware that 

homosexuality and transgenderism are sensitive issues in Japan.  Although Thai queer people 

generally felt more comfortable discussing such topics with me than their Japanese counterparts, 

I decided not to use recording devices in both case studies to make all participants feel less 

concerned about whether their identity and personal information would be leaked to a third party.  

During the interviews I recorded responses from my participants by typing on my password 

protected laptop.  Interviews were conducted in the native language of the participants.  The 

name and personal information of each was not recorded.  Those that I could not interview in 

person sent their responses to my questionnaires through email and these are stored in my 

password secured university email account.  In this thesis I do not include personal information 

about my participants, such as their name and name of workplace or organisation, but use non-

identifying codenames to refer to them instead.  Research data recorded on paper and Consent 

Forms are stored securely and separately from each other, and after completion of the study all 

data will be shredded.      

Short-Term Ethnography: Interview and Observation 

 I used an ethnographic approach to collect data by observing Thai and Japanese queer 

communities.  However, with the short time frame for observation, my ethnography is not as 

extensive as traditional anthropological research.  Karen O’Reilly (2009, pp. 14-17) describes 

ethnography as a process of exploring the social settings of research interest.  In this process, the 

ethnographer has to gather information from the meeting and find patterns and relationships in 
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specific events.  Niko Besnier and Susan U. Philips (2014, pp. 127-128) describe the main 

characteristic of ethnography as being physically and socially present and observing activities in 

certain communities.  Traditional ethnographers have to spend time in a certain social setting for 

a long period of time, which I was unable to do.  However, Sarah Pink and Jennie Morgan (2013, 

pp. 355-357, p. 359) introduce another approach to conducting ethnographic research within a 

limited time frame.  As an alternative, short-term ethnography has different characteristics to 

traditional long-term ethnography.  Pink and Morgan describe how in some cases ethnographers 

face limitations of not being accepted by a community to gather information or having to wait for 

a long time until significant events happen, but short-term ethnography requires other approaches 

to manage a limited time frame.  For example, the ethnographer can place her/himself at the 

centre of activities and invite participants to join in instead of simply observing them.  Thus, the 

observer of short-term ethnography should take an active role in gathering information.  Also, the 

ethnographer can pay attention to the details of participants’ pasts to adjust the experiences of the 

ethnographer to those of the participants.  Short-term ethnography can go directly to the focus of 

the research by bringing the discussion of theoretical questions into dialogue along with 

ethnography.   

 I had about five months to gather information in Thailand, and almost a month in Osaka 

and Tokyo.  This time frame is considered short when compared to traditional ethnography.  

However, I had the opportunity to spend time and participate in activities with a few queer 

support groups, such as a seminar that one Thai queer group held, and group activities with one 

Japanese queer group.  This enabled me to gather important information within a short time.  At 

the seminar in Thailand, the main topic of discussion revolved around queer rights and freedom 

which paralleled one of the main focuses in my research.  As the seminar included both Thai and 

foreign participants from diverse fields and backgrounds, this benefited me in collecting 

information about the interaction between Thai and foreign concepts about queerness, as well as 

information about current rights issues of queer people.  In Japan, I asked for permission to 

observe and spend a day with one queer support group in Osaka.  Members of the group 

willingly supported my observation, and held an informal group discussion about queer 
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globalisation, queer rights issues, and diversity within the queer community, in addition to other 

details about their group such as goals and previous accomplishments.  I took this opportunity to 

take an active role in this group discussion and invited my participants to share their opinions 

and information on these main topics. 

 In addition to participant observation ethnographers can include various techniques to 

collect data, including interviews, questionnaires, documents, and other media (Stage & Mattson, 

2003, pp. 97-98; Besnier & Philips, 2014, pp. 127-128).  I collected data from a variety of 

diverse sources through different approaches such as the aforementioned semi-structured 

interviews and questionnaires.  Christina W. Stage and Marifran Mattson (2003, pp. 101-102) 

suggest that ethnographic interviewing requires contextualisation.  The researcher has to be 

sensitive to circumstances and adjust conversation to these to derive information that is 

necessary for analysis.  Thus, before the interview, I received some background information from 

a representative of each group so I could prepare questions that fitted well with their identities.  

Other questions were created during the interview to further discuss topics that I had not 

prepared but which my participants brought up.  Similarly, in the case of participants who 

answered questionnaires, the list of questions was chosen to best fit their identities.  After 

receiving their permission, I sent additional questions via email to gather more information on 

certain issues in which I was interested.    

 Interview questions and questionnaires  were adjusted to align with what I knew of the 4

identity of each participant, and to cover the diverse experiences of participants who each had a 

unique combination of multiple identities.  For instance, I further discussed other identities in 

addition to their sexual identity, such as gender, religion, ethnicity and socio-economic 

background.  Although this research attempts to represent diversity within Thai and Japanese 

queer communities, unfortunately I was unable to include as many minority groups as I had 

hoped.  Within a period of six months, I recruited approximately twenty people for each case 

study, which was still not enough to represent the diversity of queer communities in Thailand and 

 See appendix4
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Japan.  The majority of queer activist groups and other types of queer support groups are located 

in urban areas.  Groups that agreed to support this research are in Bangkok, Osaka and Tokyo.  

While the majority of my participants were not born in or did not grow up in these cities, they 

later moved to study or work there, limiting my participants to those who were living in urban 

areas.  There were some minority groups that I planned to recruit but could not, namely Japanese 

transgender women, ethnic minorities in the Japanese queer community, and disabled queer 

people in both countries.  Some participants informed me of their experiences of meeting or 

knowing people in these categories, but this information did not represent their experiences or 

perceptions.  For this reason, I also gathered information from other sources, such as pamphlets 

and newsletters from queer support groups, and media such as documentaries that presented 

information about various groups of queer people in Thailand and Japan.  

Narrative Analysis 

 Some questions in the interview and questionnaires asked participants to describe the 

definition of their identity label, how they learnt about it, and inform me about experiences 

within their communities.  Narrative analysis is useful to understand the experiences of 

participants and to see their communities from their point of view.  As explained by Christine 

Bold (2013, pp. 17-18, pp. 30-31) and Mark Freeman (2015, pp. 27-28, p. 37), people can share 

and exchange their experiences, memories, and perceptions towards themselves and the world 

through the stories they tell.  Narrative analysis can enable researchers to see the world through 

other people’s eyes.  This approach treats story narratives not as a perfect reflection of reality, but 

as a set of individual experiences that can be woven together.  This means the reality of each 

person is shaped and narrated through the view of the narrator.  Mariana Souto-Manning (2012, 

pp. 162-163) describes narrative as a way we understand ourselves and the world, and argues that 

narrative analysis is an approach that can be used to understand the connection between micro- 

and macro-situations.  Narratives are also important to social constructs when people share and 

exchange their stories.  

�20



 Regarding identities, Anna De Fina (2015, p. 351, pp. 359-360) describes narratives as 

the medium to express one’s identity because identities are connected to people’s roles as 

storytellers.  They will position their own identities at the centre of their stories and adjust their 

messages in relation to their expected audiences.  However, collective identities such as race, 

gender or socio-economic status, do not strictly depend on personal contexts but on 

characteristics that members in one group share in common.  In this aspect, narrative analysis is 

not limited to only personal experiences, but can also be used to observe the interaction and 

shared values of people in the same society.  Andrew D. Brown (2006, pp. 734-736) emphasises 

the role of socialisation in shaping a storyline of multiple narratives and making them related and 

connected.  While each member can tell stories to represent their group based on personal 

perceptions, they do not have the full freedom to do so.  That person has to narrate stories more 

or less similar to other members in the same group.  According to Bold (2013, pp. 25-28), data 

from narrative analysis can be derived from various approaches, including interviews, 

ethnography, conversations, or dialogues.  The researcher can learn about the backgrounds and 

experiences of informants from interpreting details and the structure of their stories, such as what 

narrators include and exclude from their narratives.  In this research, it is important to analyse 

queer identities and queer communities based on the perception of Thai and Japanese people, so 

stories about themselves and their experiences are valuable sources of information.  Narrative 

analysis allowed me to gather information about the cultural particularities of Thai and Japanese 

queer identities, queer political cultures, and interactions within queer communities. 
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Conclusion 

 This chapter provides information about my case studies, fieldwork and research 

methodology.  My research uses multiple case-study methods and descriptive analysis to build a 

broader understanding of queer globalisation by studying two Asian countries that for academic 

and practical reasons fit the criteria of having both had higher social tolerance towards 

queerness, active queer cultures, and evidence of local queer cultures before engaging in closer 

relations with the West.  These three characteristics made Thailand and Japan valuable resources 

of information about local queer cultures and the impact of queer globalisation on their queer 

rights activism and queer communities.  Regarding research fieldwork, participants were 

recruited from Thai and Japanese queer support groups, both activist and non-activist from 

whom I used semi-structured interviews and questionnaires to gather information.  Additionally, 

I had the opportunity to participate in activities and thus observe some groups in person, thereby 

using a short-term ethnographic approach and narrative analysis to study data that was collected 

from participants and other sources of information. 
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Chapter 3: Theoretical Frameworks - Queer Glocalisation and Intersectionality 

 In this chapter, I will introduce three main theoretical frameworks that I use in this thesis.  

The combination of queer theory and glocalisation aims to study the interaction between local 

and global influences in regard to queer culture and queer politics in Thailand and Japan.  Queer 

theory enables me to question the generalisation of gender and sexual identities as universal, thus 

beginning a discussion about the flexibility and diversity of queer identity.  Glocalisation focuses 

on the mutual interaction between the global and the local, which helps me explore both national 

and foreign characteristics of queer cultures and queer politics in Thailand and Japan.  Finally, 

intersectionality is included to study the diverse experiences of queer glocalisation of Thai and 

Japanese queer communities due to the intersection of multiple identities.  Queer glocalisation 

and intersectionality are combined to challenge the homogenisation of global queer politics and 

queer communities. 

1. Queer Theory 

A Definition of  ‘Queer’ as used in this Thesis    

 Generally, research into sexual minorities usually uses the acronym LGBT, consisting of 

Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender to represent diversity of gender and sexual identities.  

However, this acronym is not inclusive enough.  In this research I decided to use ‘queer’ as the 

term to describe diversity, fluidity, and complexity of gender and sexual identities in Thailand 

and Japan.  Queer theory developed from the poststructuralist  critique that is used to understand 5

diverse narratives, multiple interpretations and unfixed realities that defy universal morality and 

absolute rationality (Daniel, 1995, p. 257; Marshall, 2004, pp. 11-12; Newman, 2007, p. 2, pp. 

 The line between poststructuralism and postmodernism is unclear (Agger, 1991, pp. 111-112; Daniel, 1995, p. 5

257).  For instance, thinkers, such as Michel Foucault or Jean-François Lyotard, can be categorised as being part of 
both camps (Agger, 1991, pp. 111-112; p. 117).  A distinction that Ben Agger suggests is that poststructuralism 
focuses on the discipline of sociology from the 1960s, while postmodernism largely remains a French perspective on 
cultural and historical analysis.  In this thesis, I choose “poststructuralism” as a term to describe a theoretical 
framework that challenges universality and the totalising claims of grand narratives.      

�23



19-20, p. 25, p. 33).  Poststructuralism challenges the secure sense of meaning and understanding 

of oneself and of the world.  It also advocates the emancipation from fixed values that limit or 

exclude people’s freedom (Williams, 2005, p.3, p. 6).  For instance, it questions essentialist 

claims, such as there being a natural essence of human nature and a stable pattern of human 

history, or members in the same stable identity group sharing immutable similar characteristics 

(Ellis, 2002, p. 12; Hall & Wolfreys, 2002, p. 21, p. 42; Witt, 2011, pp. 7-8).  According to 

poststructuralist arguments, identities are fluid, complex and contextual (Agger, 1991, p. 116; 

Dunn, 1998, p. 175; Barns et al., 1999, pp. 3-4).  Identities are subjective and influenced by 

individual frameworks, such as language, social experience or knowledge that constructs 

people’s selfhood (Namaste, 1994, pp. 220-221, Ball, 2001, p. 275; Williams, 2005, pp. 8-9).  

Thus, it is difficult to describe everyone based on a single standard, because people come from 

different backgrounds and have different experiences.  Instead of producing timeless and 

universal truths, poststructuralism focuses on micro-politics, subjectivity, difference and 

everyday life experience (Barns et al., 1999, p. 3).  

 ‘Queer’ is a poststructuralist concept intended to disassemble common understandings 

about gender and sexuality (Namaste, 1994, pp. 226-227; Kirsch, 2000, pp. 33-34; Ball, 2001, 

pp. 273-273; Ruffolo, 2009, pp. 27-28; Nagoshi et al., 2014, pp. 22-23).  Modern rationalism and 

bourgeois morality privilege heteronormativity as a set of values that are ‘normal’, while 

homosexuality, transgenderism and other sexual practices or gender expressions that cannot fit 

into this norm are rejected and labeled as ‘deviant’ (Huffer, 2009, p. 59).  The concept of ‘queer’ 

questions dominant values and argues against explanations that describe gender and sexual 

identities as fixed (Kirsch, 2000, p. 36; Ball, 2001, p. 271; Hames-Garcia, 2006, pp. 78-79; 

Nagoshi et al., 2012, p. 21).  Queer theory explains the relationship between both the normal and 

the deviant as interdependent.  The existence of the normal relies on the opposition of the 

deviant, so it can identify what is normal and what is not (Penney, 2013, pp. 13-14; Graham, 

2014, p. 8).  At the same time, the deviant is a product of the system that excludes it (Namaste, 

1994, p. 222).  The normal and the deviant consequently rely on each other to maintain their 

existence and both work together to nurture heteronormativity.  In response to segregation and 
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suppression, queer is created to challenge heteronormativity, patriarchy, and their definitions of 

gender roles, gender identity and sexual orientations by suggesting that they are all social 

constructs (Manning, 2009, p. 3; Nagoshi et al., 2014, p. 23).   

                

 Queer theory is different from earlier gay rights theories that assume that identities are 

fixed, stable and predictable.  Through the view of gay rights theory, homosexuality is made the 

opposite of heterosexuality (Alcoff & Mohanty, 2006, p. 3).  It is also described as a natural and 

uncontrollable trait.  Thus, politically, it is easier for gay rights activist movements to convince 

others when the cause of their sexual orientation is believed to be uncontrollable (Haider-Markel 

& Joslyn, 2008, p. 306).  Annamarie Jagose (1997, p. 31; pp. 37-38) demonstrates that gay 

liberation movements clearly present themselves in opposition to heterosexuality, and apply 

radical strategies to challenge norms about gender and sexuality.  Instead of accepting forcible 

assimilation, gay liberationists choose to present themselves as different in regard to 

heteronormative ways of life.  ‘Gay’ has become a politicised identity label and coming-out is 

used to raise awareness that homosexuality should be made public instead of keeping it as a 

shameful and private issue.  

 Jagose (1997, pp.31-32; p. 40), Donal E. Hall and Julian Wolfreys (2002, pp. 40-41), 

Rikki Wilchins (2004, pp. 14-15), and Walter Frank (2014, pp. 32-33) describe how gay rights 

promoters choose an honest and open strategy to fight against the dominant society.  This 

strategy derives from an important milestone in American gay politics - The Stonewall Riots on 

June 28, 1969 in which butch-femme, effeminate gay men and drag queens refused to suppress 

their ‘real’ selves, and chose to present their unconventional identities in public.  This was the 

origin of political expression in Pride Parades that can now be found not just in the United States, 

but worldwide.  Presenting oneself as different from the majority creates the clear division 

between people who conform to, and those who are against heteronormativity.  In the view of 

queer theorists however, fixed sexual identity, which is advocated by gay rights theory, is 

perceived as a constraint (Ball, 2001, pp. 273-273, pp. 281-282).  Instead, queer theorists prefer 

liberation from the binary of male/female, masculine/feminine or straight/gay (Namaste, 1994, p. 
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224, p. 227; Ruffolo, 2009, p. 2), and reject all labels that are governed by the power structures 

of patriarchy and heteronormativity (Kirsch, 2000, p. 33, p. 35).   

 Hall and Wolfreys (2002, p. 23, p. 25) argue that it is problematic to use ‘gay’ as a 

timeless and universal definition.  While there are historical records of homosexuality in ancient 

times, ‘gay’ and ‘lesbian’ labels may not apply to men and women who engaged in same-sex 

sexual activities in the past.  As the authors argue, ‘gay’ and ‘lesbian’ are highly politicised 

sexual identity labels of the modern era and may not represent every man and woman who 

engages in homosexual activity, or is in a same-sex relationship.  This has encouraged me to find 

a more inclusive term to describe various groups of sexual and gender minorities.  I decided to 

use ‘queer’ as a concept to cover a variety of identities in Thai and Japanese contexts, because of 

its flexibility.  According to Jagose (1997, pp. 1-3) ‘queer’ can be used as a unifying umbrella for 

diverse gender and sexual identity groups that are excluded from traditional heteronormativity or 

cisgenderism.  Here it should be understood that I am not attempting to force all gender and 

sexual labels under a single category.  I have no intention of strictly defining how queer people 

should behave or what they should look like.  ‘Queer’ in this thesis does not represent 

stereotypical images in western popular media, such as the characters in Queer as Folk or the 

television personalities in Queer Eye for the Straight Guy, that are mainly middle-class white gay 

men and lesbian women (Kelsey, 2009, pp. 174-175).  The definition of ‘queer’ in this thesis is 

based on a poststructuralist understanding of identity which enables it to cover various genders 

and sexualities that are excluded from heteronormativity. 

 In addition, because my aim here is to criticise heteronormativity, I do not only focus on 

sexuality but also on gender identity.  Stevi Jackson (2006, p. 105) argues that the conservation 

of heterosexuality relies on the division between male and female genders, so the analysis of 

heteronormativity cannot be done without considering the interrelation between gender and 

sexuality.  The division between hetero- and homosexuality depends on gender categorisation, 

because both sexualities are defined based on relationships that occur between male and female.  

One is between ‘different’ genders, and the other is between ‘the same’ (Jackson, S., p. 113).  
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According to S. Jackson (2006, pp. 106-107), gender is an instrument of categorisation and 

hierarchical social division, and heterosexuality provides order to relationships, sexual life, and 

divisions of labour and resources within and outside domestic sphere.  Heteronormativity 

depends on both gender and sexuality to legitimate certain sexual practices as a normal way of 

life.  Through the concept of gender performativity, Judith Butler (2002, p. 23, p. 33) points out 

the way in which gender identity represents the unity of gender and sexual orientation.  To 

identify oneself as ‘male’ according to conventional values, for example, that person must be 

able to perform masculinity, including attraction to female or being heterosexual, suggesting that 

a man has to perform both gender and sexuality in order to secure his identity.   

 Like queer theory’s explanation of division between the normal and the deviant, Butler 

(2002, pp. 24-25; 2004, p. 42) explains that the existence of male identity has to rely on its 

opposition to female identity.  In patriarchal society, male is the general, whilst female is made 

the opposite to the former and became the ‘gendered’ one.  To conserve the binary between male 

and female, it is important to maintain distinctiveness between both.  At the same time, whilst the 

concept of gender blending seems to challenge the gender binary, gender blending is still under 

the regulation of gender binary because it recognises male and female as primary components in 

its combination.  S. Jackson (1999, pp. 160-161) argues that although queer theory and feminism 

share various characteristics in common, such as challenging heteronormativity in response to 

oppression and exclusion, some feminist critiques point out how queer theory tones down the 

focus on gender.  I am aware that ignoring gender in queer analysis can risk overlooking 

transgender experiences, which are fluid and complex.  As argued by Butler (2004, p. 54), 

transgenderism is an evidence that challenges the clear line between sexuality and gender.  To 

analyse transgender experiences, we should not focus on gender and sexuality separately.  For 

example, some might identify themselves as ‘homosexual men’ and later re-identify themselves 

as ‘transgender women’: or some can understand themselves as ‘heterosexual men,’ and later 

become ‘homosexual transgender women’.  S. Jackson (1999, p. 177) further argues that analysis 

of gay and lesbian experiences should not be limited to sexuality, because gender also plays 

important roles in their identification.  This can be seen in the case of ‘macho gay men’ and 
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‘femme lesbians’ that intend to challenge common stereotypes of ‘sissy’ and ‘butch’.  However, 

their resistance is the result of conformation to conventional masculinity and femininity.  In 

another instance, Butler (2011, p. 176) raises drag performance as a form of resistance to 

heterosexuality.  Instead of using male homoeroticism, drag queens challenge conventional 

gender roles to disturb heteronormativity, showing inevitable the connections between sexuality 

and gender.  This made it difficult to exclude gender from the discussion of queer and 

heteronormativity.  Thus, in this dissertation the definition of queer is not limited to sexuality, but 

will include gender and other identities that are unable to fit either homosexual or transgender 

categories.    

 Instead of LGBT, as Alex Benkhart (2014) argues, ‘queer’ can also cover genders and 

sexualities in non-western contexts that fall outside heterosexuality, as well as those that cannot 

be described according to western discourses.  For this thesis, it is important to be aware that 

Thai and Japanese people’s understanding of words derived from English can be different from 

that of native English speakers.  An attempt to use English words to explain some identities will 

produce an inaccurate label and exclude some people who cannot be or refuse to be described as 

LGBT.  For example, as I mentioned in the introduction, Thai kathoey (กะเทย) and Japanese 

new-half (ニューハーフ) can be translated to ‘transgender women’ according to western 

concepts.  However, this generalisation will overlook the particularity of Thai and Japanese 

contexts.  Some people in the kathoey category may identify themselves as ‘gay’ in English.  

This makes it difficult to strictly define kathoey as transgender.  In Japan there is a difference 

between individuals who identify themselves as new-half and transgender women (MtFトラン

スジェンダー).  The former is bi-gender, while the latter is female.  Generalising all transgender 

women in Japan overlooks the diversity that exists among them.  These examples suggest that 
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the acronym LGBT cannot represent all identity labels in Thai and Japanese queer communities.  

I will further explain the above-mentioned and other labels in chapters four, five, six and seven .            6

Queerness, Eurocentrism and Multiple Identities 

 The claim that queer theory is encompassing and inclusive faces other obstacles.  With its 

origins in the western world, queer theory is criticised for being Eurocentric and inapplicable to 

be applied to contexts in other societies.  Max H. Kirsch (2000, pp. 36-37) discusses how 

western individualism promotes the resistance to heteronormativity of both gay and queer 

movements.  Western society emphasises the importance of the individual as a primary actor, and 

nurtures individual effort as means to achieving goals.  Therefore, it is more likely that people 

who grow up in a western cultural context are encouraged to be aware of their own rights and 

freedom regarding gender expression and sexual orientation.  In addition to individualism, James 

Penney (2013, p. 31) discusses the fact that queer or gay movements have been strongly 

influenced by the western history of anti-homophobic activism that has fought against traditional 

Judeo-Christian attitudes towards homosexuality.  For instance, the early prosecution of sodomy 

originated from the Church’s definition of sinful sexual acts (Pflugfelder, 1999, p. 172).  This 

illustrates the way in which the concept of queer and LGBT rights activism appears to be 

western-oriented.  

 In discussion about the globalisation of queer cultures, the relationship between western 

and non-western societies is usually analysed within the framework of nationalism and 

neocolonialism.  The work of scholars including Robert Aldrich (2003, p.2), Joane Nagel (2006, 

 Throughout this thesis, I decide to use the italic font to distinguish identity labels in Thai and Japanese contexts 6

from those in English speaking countries.  For example, as distinct from a non-italic “gay”, gay (เกย์ or ゲイ) refers 
to an identity label of some homosexual men in Thailand and Japan.  The italic gay label excludes men who have 
had a same-sex sexual relationship but do not identify themselves as “gay” and use other labels to describe 
themselves.  The italic font also indicates some ‘English’ words that are specifically used in Thai and Japanese 
contexts.  For instance, transsexual women (ผู้หญิงข้ามเพศ) refers to a newly created identity label of one political 
movement of transgender women in Thailand.  Outside their group, other transgender women do not identify 
themselves with this term.  New-half (ニューハーフ) or type II women (สาวประเภทสอง) are also culturally unique 
terms that are not used in other countries.
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p. 545) Murat Aydemir (2011, p. 10), demonstrates that sexuality is linked to other identities, 

such as nationality, ethnicity or religion.  Nagel’s (2006, p. 546) concept of “ethnosex” suggests 

that heteronormativity and nationalism can work together to draw the line between We and They.  

The sexuality of ‘Our’ people is appropriate and competent, while that of the Other is offensive, 

promiscuous and barbaric.  In this case, non-traditional sexuality can be made ‘foreign’ by 

nationalism.  Aldrich (2003, p. 6, p. 15, p. 62) gives an example of the link between sexuality 

and nationality where he describes how during the western colonisation era, heteronormativity 

was widely accepted as a civilised value in Europe.  When homosexuality was considered 

uncivilised, it was the non-West, Indo-China and Arab World that took the blame for being the 

origin of sodomy as well as other ‘corrupted’ sexualities.  Thus, homosexuality was described as 

a non-western characteristic at that time.  In the modern era, the table has turned.  Homosexuality 

and the acceptance of a variety of sexual identities are now considered civilised, modern, and 

western.  Conversely, homophobia is described as barbaric, religious, traditional and non-western 

(Grewal & Kaplan, 2001, p. 670; Rahman, 2010, p. 945; Aydemir, 2011, p. 12).  Like western 

countries during the colonisation era, Thai and Japanese nationalism also made homosexuality 

‘foreign’.  For instance, P. Jackson (1999, p. 390) describes how in the 1980s Thailand linked 

Thai gay identity and AIDS with western men.  Homosexuality was stigmatised as a corrupt 

phenomenon that had spread from the West.  In the case of Japan, Suganuma (2011, pp. 54-56, p. 

63) demonstrates how post-war nationalism made male homosexuality ‘American’ and therefore 

a threat to traditional masculinity and heteronormativity. 

 The above instances show that homosexuality is not only placed in opposition to 

heterosexuality, but also to nationalism.  In intercultural relations between the West and Asia, 

homosexuality is made ‘western’, and ‘non-traditional’ by Asian countries.  At the same time, the 

West can be viewed as the origin of ideologies such as individualism, gay liberation, and queer 

studies that advocate the acceptance of diverse sexualities and gender identities.  From this 

assumption, it is the West that is more likely to accept homosexuality and transgenderism, and 

Asia is seen as having to learn from the West in order to improve itself to become more open-

minded.  This generalisation and fixed binary between ‘western queerness’ and ‘Asian 
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heteronormativity’ seem to contradict the poststructuralist basis of queer theory that promotes 

complexity and flexibility.   

 Scholars in the field of Asian queer studies, such as Peter A. Jackson (1997, p. 78; 1999, 

p. 362; 2004, p. 370; 2011, p. 38), Mark J. McLelland (2000, p. 1), along with Fran Martin and 

Audrey Yue (Martin et al., 2008, pp. 6-7),  Katsuhiko Suganuma (2011, p. 24), and Kazuyoshi 

Kawasaka (2013, p. 20) argue that Eurocentric queer theory cannot provide an accurate reflection 

of queer cultures and queer communities in Asia.  Asian queer cultures are misunderstood as the 

product of copying from the West because of cultural borrowing such as the usage of English 

terminology and political symbols of American LGBT movements in Asia.  Without paying 

attention to cultural particularities, there is a risk of scholars forcing a western perspective upon 

Asian queerness.  This situation suggests that it is essential to adjust queer theory before 

applying it to non-western contexts.  Consequently, I combine queer theory with glocalisation to 

adjust the analysis of queerness to the cultural context of Thailand and Japan.  Thus I can study 

their queer political cultures and queer communities without seeing them through a Eurocentric 

perspective.  I will discuss this second framework and the issue of the eurocentrism of queer 

globalisation in the next section.       

  

 In addition to eurocentrism, some scholars have pointed out the risk of overlooking 

diversity due to only focusing on sexual identity and the most visible members of queer 

communities.  Within the American context, Wilchins (2004, pp. 17-18, p. 29) observes the 

LGBT rights movement and demonstrates that some identity groups within it are privileged 

while others are suppressed or ignored.  There is also division and fragmentation within their 

communities.  Some scholars show how ‘gay’ identity is exclusive to some people.  S. Jackson 

(1999, p. 178), Dennis Altman (2001, pp. 86-87) and Hall and Wolfreys (2002, pp. 34-35) 

discuss the privileges of male sexuality, which leads to the under-representation of female 

homosexuality and transgenderism from female to male.  Allan Bérubé (2011, pp. 203-204) also 

discusses how American gay identity is attached to a ‘white and well-to-do’ status.  Whiteness 

and middle-class status has been associated with a positive representation of the gay community, 
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and as such enables some gay organisations to gain recognition and credibility.  Whiteness is 

normalised as an assumed characteristic of American gay men, while gay men of other ethnic 

backgrounds are racialised and identified by terms such as gay men of colour (Bérubé, 2011, pp. 

203-204).   

 In addition to the privilege of white middle-class gay men when compared to African 

American gay men, Jon Binnie (2007, p. 34) and Julie Podmore (2013, p. 264) describe the 

notion of ‘homonormativity’ as the mainstreaming of gay politics that mainly focuses on gay 

marriage and consumption of gay-oriented products.  It emerges as a central power dynamic of 

neoliberal capitalism, patriarchy, and colonialism that work together to privilege certain groups 

of people in queer communities.  This contributes to high visibility for white gay men in the 

United States, whilst excluding lesbian feminism, more radical perspectives on sexuality, and 

also leads to ignorance of the diverse range of issues of minority groups in queer communities.  

Yvette Taylor (2010, pp. 40-41) points out that while the queer movement aims to promote 

diversity, it overlooks the intersection of queer and other identities.  Research into sexuality 

mainly focuses on the most visible members, namely gay men and lesbians who are white, live in 

urban areas, have already come out, and have connections with mainstream gay networks.  

Conversely, people who are in rural areas, choose not to come out, belong to lower social classes 

or cultural or religious minorities and those who are bisexual, transgender, intersex or avoid 

being labeled, are hardly represented or not even studied at all (Rahman, 2010; p. 951; Nagoshi 

et al., 2012, p. 116).  As further discussed by Wilchins (2004, pp. 27-28) and Penney (2013, p. 

10, p. 68), when queer communities have become more dominated by the middle-class, elite-

educated and consumerist members of society, many people in these communities are not well 

represented.  Under-representation is caused by the ignorance of other identities besides 

sexuality.  Gender, socio-economic status, ethnicity, disability and other factors, or a combination 

of these can play significant roles in shaping the experiences of queer people.  Therefore, to 

support the goal of queer theory which is to be sensitive to diversity, I deploy intersectionality as 

another theoretical framework and study the intersection of multiple identities in order that this 
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research can study different groups of queer people in Thailand and Japan.  Later in this chapter I 

will discuss the application of intersectionality to this thesis. 

2. Globalisation and Glocalisation 

Different Faces of Globalisation 

 Globalisation is described as the emergence of international connectedness facilitated by 

modern technology (Held et al., 1999, p. 1; McGrew, 1998, p. 300; Appadurai, 2000, p. 5; Held 

& McGrew, 2000, pp. 54-55; Hirst & Thompson, 2002, p. 247; Held & McGrew, 2003, p. 186; 

Scholte in Ferguson & Mansbach, 2012, p. 18).  There are various domains under the influence 

of globalisation, and it is supported and criticised from different perspectives (Schirato & Webb, 

2003, p. 2; Kendal et al., 2009, p. 2).  In the domain of economics, globalisation increases trade 

interdependency and investment integration (Hirst & Thompson, 2002, p. 256).  From a more 

optimistic point of view, global connectedness is perceived as a positive transformation of the 

international economic system because it supports capital flows, global prosperity and the rapid 

growth of some countries.  It is also believed to reduce poverty and improve living standards 

(Chanda & Froetschel, 2012, p. 15; Sen, 2012, p. 299; Stiglitz, 2012, p. 367).  Globalisation can 

encourage states to provide policies that support accountability in the private and public sectors 

and that advocate property rights and the rule of law.  Governments of countries that are open to 

globalisation are less likely to be corrupt and aim for stable and long-term planning to promote 

international cooperation (Fisher, 2012, p. 24).   

 In terms of society, globalisation has led to the development and growth of the middle 

classes in developing countries (Chanda & Froetschel, 2012, p. 141).  Global connectedness 

makes it easier for information to be sent to people around the world, and this allows people to 

recognise crises and suffering in other countries (Chanda, 2012, p. 318).  It also raises awareness 

of the fact that humans are globally connected, so the irresponsibility of a few people, groups and 

states can have negative impacts on the lives and survival of others — as in the case of pollution 
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that is caused by corporations or the use by some nations of weapons of mass destruction 

(Chanda & Froetschel, 2012, p. 102; Chanda, 2012, p. 319).  This awareness of global threats 

can give people an opportunity to cooperate in order to create collective security (Schell, 2012, p. 

114; Chanda & Froetschel, 2012, p. 367; Ferguson & Mansbach, 2012, p. 19).  At the same time, 

globalisation supports the liberation of minorities, such as LGBT people and women who are 

suppressed by their own traditions, or ethnic minorities who are threatened by oppressive 

governments (Chanda & Froetschel, 2012, p. 141, p. 177).   

 From a more pessimistic perspective, globalisation also leads to conflicts and difficulties.  

Instead of encouraging each country to let its guard down to welcome global connectedness, 

globalisation triggers economic patriotism and protectionist policies against foreign competition 

(Wruuck, 2012, p. 28).  While globalisation reduces the cost to the consumer of food, clothing, 

cars and computers, the endless appetite for modern consumerism also drives countries to 

compete against each other for more natural resources (Mandelson, 2012, p. 401).  From another 

critical standpoint, globalisation does not provide equal opportunity to every country, because it 

is driven by “a special privilege agenda” (Stiglitz, 2012, p. 369).  Poorer countries do not receive 

fair treatment in terms of trading in the international arena.  They then face limitations in 

handling poverty and dealing with other problems in their own countries (Robinson, 2012, p. 19; 

p. 21), and this leaves them defenceless and trapped in conflicts of interest between major 

powers (Mandelson, 2012, p. 402).  The inequality of the benefits of globalisation is one of the 

main impetuses of anti-globalisation movements in many countries (Chanda & Froetschel, 2012, 

p. 291). 

 Rapid transportation and growing trade also facilitates human trafficking in many forms, 

such as the illegal migration of war victims, forced labour and sex workers (Clark, 2012, p. 142).  

Globalisation enables terrorists to communicate, recruit and plot violent attacks, and at the same 

time provoked a war against Islam and the spread of Islamophobia after the 9/11 incident 

(Chanda & Froetschel, 2012, p. 101, p. 177).  Information and misinformation through media 

revives hatred and ignorance that has been rooted in “historical resentment, economic frustration 
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and political conflict” (Sabatier, 2012, p. 182).  The fight between identity groups, such as 

fundamentalist Islam and liberal democratic European societies (Sabatier, 2012, p. 182), and 

anti-Americanism prompted by and directed against Hollywood films in non-western countries 

(Gatsiounis, 2012, p. 191) are unfavourable examples of international and transnational conflicts 

caused by globalisation.  As this thesis focuses on the cultural interaction between national and 

foreign queer cultures, I focus here on the clash between East and West, which is one of the most 

common issues in discussions of globalisation.  

Globalisation of Culture and Identity Formation 

 Globalisation impacts on various dimensions of culture, from material aspects, such as 

clothing, cuisine and art, to perceptions, values and ideologies.  Self-identity, patterns of 

interpersonal relationships and social structures are also transformed by this phenomenon 

(Kwok-bun, 2007, pp. 1-2; Haley, 2009, p. 165; Chanda & Froetschel, 2012, pp. 117-118).  

Globalisation is sometimes understood as cultural homogenisation, cultural imperialism, and the 

expansion of capitalism, consumerism and neoliberalism that threatens cultural diversity 

(Tomlinson, 2002, pp. 172-173; Axford, 2013, p. 93).  Americanisation or ‘McDonaldisation’ has 

become another term for cultural expansion that is mainly dominated by American popular 

culture (Appadurai, 2000, p. 2; Kwok-bun, 2007, p. 5).  From this perspective, as Chan Kwok-

bun (2007, pp. 6-7) explains, globalisation is presented as cultural expansion that is driven by the 

influence of western-dominated mass media.  This globalised culture has become omnipresent 

and transforms cultures in different countries, so there are concerns that cultural imperialism in 

the form of a new globalised culture will replace local and indigenous traditions.  Globalisation 

then prompts resistance among those who want to conserve their local, indigenous and national 

identities (Kwok-bun, 2007, p. 7; Axford, 2013, p. 93).  This perspective is also applied to 

describe the global similarity of queer culture that is mainly dominated by American queer 

cultures.  As I will show, describing globalisation as forceful homogenisation is unable to show 

the various dimensions of cultural interaction within a globalised context.     
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 In this thesis, I argue that globalisation is a complex process that should not be simply 

framed by the history of colonisation.  Seeing this global phenomenon from a post-colonialist 

perspective can risk overlooking various aspects of it (Sen, 2012, pp. 298-299).  Kwok-bun 

(2007, p. 14) analyses globalisation based on the poststructuralist perception that globalisation 

has blurred the line between ‘authentic’ and ‘commercial’ cultures.  Cultures in the globalised 

context have been more open to interpretation and it becomes more difficult to maintain purity or 

authenticity.  It is also difficult to claim one country as a sole monopoly of cultural products or to 

dictate how people should interpret its culture.  Describing globalisation as western cultural 

imperialism has its limitations, because as such, the non-West is understood as a passive actor. 

This view underestimates internal dynamics and overlooks possibilities of a bottom-up 

relationship in which non-western countries respond to globalisation (Fang and Sun, 2009, p. 

81).   

 The concept of globalisation that is centred on modernity and capitalism is limited to 

Eurocentric perspectives (Pieterse, 1995, pp. 46-47) overlooking the countercurrent of non-

western cultures and interaction among these non-western cultures in a globalised community 

(Pieterse, 1995, p. 53).  In fact, globalisation not only spreads American popular culture, but it 

also has contradictory effects and resistance to it can be culturally productive in some non-

western countries.  For example, resistance against westernisation provokes nationalism and 

localisation (Jirattikorn, 2003, p. 298; Haley, 2009, p. 167; Rankopo & Osei-Hwedie, 2011, pp. 

139-140), or conserves a particular culture in a multicultural society (Fang, 2007, p. 111, pp. 

115-116).  In other cases, a globalised media can support non-western countries, such as Japan 

and China, to spread cultural products to other countries via mass media (Wang & Yeh, 2005, p. 

178; p. 185; Holden., 2007, p. 343).    

 Globalisation allows people to challenge the stability of cultures, and this can be 

interpreted and used for different purposes, especially in regard to commercial purposes.  A 

cultural product can be reshaped or reinterpreted to make it accessible to foreigners or larger 

groups of people.  People can accept cultures from foreign countries and blend them with their 
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own original backgrounds.  It is possible for people to cultivate a hybrid culture embracing some 

aspects of foreign culture to mix with their own (Kwok-bun, 2007, p. 9; Kendall et al., 2009, pp. 

119-120; Montoya, 2009, p. 71).  Identity is an artefact that consists of both active and passive 

elements, as it is constituted by the force of an institution or society and at the same time its 

owner has the freedom to fashion it (Bulaong Jr., 2007, p. 180; Chanda & Froetschel, 2012, p. 

101; p. 178).  As a result, it is not accurate to claim that people in other countries blindly follow 

American-generated cultural artefacts, because this overlooks a fusing process in which local 

consumers blend their own identity with globalised products (Korobov, 2006, p. 49).  The impact 

of globalisation on identity is not limited to adapting to a global culture by leaving one’s own, or 

to resisting global culture that threatens one’s original background.  It also includes developing 

multicultural or hybrid identities (Jensen & Arnett, 2012, pp. 477-478, pp. 479-481; Kendall et 

al., 2009, pp. 109). 

Queer Globalisation as Western Cultural Domination 

 In regard to queer identity, globalisation facilitates the process of the construction of 

identity of queer people in many countries.  As homosexuality and transgenderism are 

understood as unacceptable lifestyles, people have to learn about them from unconventional 

sources.  Kwok-bun (2007, p. 13) discusses the impact of media on the identities of social 

minorities.  For example, when they are excluded from mainstream cultures, feminist- or gay-

oriented popular cultures are used to articulate political identities to resist the majority and create 

their own communities.  In a globalised context, mass media has become an important force that 

constructs queer identity.  Queer adolescents have learnt to develop national, ethnic or religious 

identities from their family, school, and other institutions.  However, queer sexual identity is 

learnt from non-familial adults, peers, mass media, and other mediums, such as books, television, 

films and music.  The Internet especially enables queer people to anonymously access queer 

communities and learn about cultures that do not fit with their own original traditions (Harper et 

al., 2009, pp. 301-302).  
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 In the past, magazines were used to help unite people who share similar identities and 

sexual desires and help them find friends or sexual partners (Jackson, 2000; Mackintosh, 2008).  

These roles have now been replaced by the Internet which has become a contact zone for queer 

people from different backgrounds and different countries (Altman, 2001, p. 94; Suganuma, 

2012, p. 89; pp. 173-174; Benkhart, 2014).  It plays a significant role in supporting identity 

development, including increasing self-awareness, introducing queer culture, connecting with 

other queer people, finding support and acceptance of identity, increasing comfort with identity, 

and facilitating the coming-out process (Binnie, 2004, p. 42; Harper et al., 2009, p. 312).  It also 

provides knowledge about customs and recent changes in queer communities, as well as 

increasing opportunities to connect with other queer individuals in real life (Samakkeekarom and 

Boonmongkon, 2011, pp. 130-1; Welker, 2010, p. 367; Sinnott, 2012, p. 470).  However, 

according to Jon Binnie (2004; p. 46), Gavin Kendall, Ian Woodward and Zlatko Skrbis (2009), 

Narupon Duangwises (2010b; p. 7) and Benkhart (2014), while cyberspace enables queer people 

to connect with each other beyond spatial limits, it tends to produce an exclusive community.  

For example, various queer websites are dominated by English speakers, and people need to have 

access to the Internet to access information about queer cultures and queer communities, which 

forces the majority of users to live in urban areas.  This raises the question as to whether the 

global queer community and queer identities are as universal as some LGBT movements claim.  

 From one perspective, the West is perceived as the centre, the leader and the promoter of 

human rights regarding sexuality related issues.  According to this view, instead of being a 

threatening coloniser that forces its own cultures on other countries, the West plays the role of 

pioneer, spreading freedom and introducing newer knowledge regarding gender and sexuality.  

According to Omar G. Encarnación (2014, p. 103; pp. 91-95), the advocacy of gay rights is 

presented as the West’s duty.  Encarnación divides the world by wealth and religion.  Affluent, 

secular and democratic nations, mostly in the western world, tend to support gay rights, while 

non-democratic and strongly religious countries, such as those in Africa, the Middle East and 

many parts of Asia, do not.  The United States is also described as the centre of global-queering 

that has become the archetype of global gay rights activism.  Encarnación presents the West as 
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the pioneer of democracy and human rights and argues that it should export this knowledge to 

support sexual minorities in the rest of the world.  Globalisation has made it easier for queer 

people in many countries to access information and knowledge about queer issues that are 

generated by the West.  According to this view, globalisation is a beneficial phenomenon that can 

increase the awareness of rights and freedom in regard to gender and sexual topics.  It can 

potentially encourage sexual minorities around the world to unite and mobilise to make changes 

in their own countries.  

 Other scholars see queer globalisation from another point of view.  Some analyse queer 

globalisation through the framework of post-colonialism.  Dennis Altman (2001, pp. 15-16; pp. 

20-21) argues that sexuality is another domain in which there has been a great impact from 

global forces, both economically and culturally.  Altman understands globalisation as 

neocolonialism and as reflecting the antagonisms between rich and poor, and coloniser and 

colonised.  From this perspective, globalisation appears more oppressive than inspiring.  For 

instance, Altman refers to the ways in which the United States gained its mythological status as 

“the promised land,” and how American pop culture is usually represented as “world 

culture” (Altman, 2001, pp. 29-31, p. 86, p. 94).  Thus, queer globalisation is not different from 

Americanisation, and American queer culture has become the benchmark of modern queer 

culture in many countries (Altman, 2001, p. 32).  Gay Pride Parades originated from the 

Stonewall Riots in the United States, eclipsing earlier radical gay groups in Europe such as gay-

promoting student movements in France and Italy in 1968 (Altman, 2001, p. 87).  This places 

American queer movements at the centre of global queer communities, while the significance of 

queer politics and queer cultures of other countries is not internationally recognised.  

 Adopting a post-colonialist perspective, Altman describes the interaction between 

western and Asian queer cultures as a top-down relationship, and clearly divides the two sides.  

For example, he compares the modern gay identity of the West with the third sex identity of 

some Asian countries such as Thailand.  From his perspective, modern gay identity has already 

distinguished itself from transgenderism.  However, third sex identity still mixes homosexuality 
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and transgenderism — thus suggesting, mistakenly, that gay men and transgender women are 

similar.  Altman describes the concept of the third sex as more traditional, under-developed and 

belonging to non-western societies, while gay identity is more modernised and western (Altman, 

2001, pp. 88-89).   

 When non-western countries understand modern gay identity as a product of the West, 

this makes them fear and resist queer globalisation (Altman, 2001, p. 98).  In regard to political 

activism, non-western people understand LGBT and queer rights campaigns as the opposition to 

the traditions that still conserve heteronormative values (Altman, 2001, p. 128).  A similar 

explanation can also be found in the work of Arnaldo Cruz-Malavé and Martin Manalansan 

(2002, p. 2, pp. 6-8).  The authors argue that globalisation is not an intercultural contact in a 

multiplicity of avenues — rather, it constructs “a unidirectional path in which the West, western 

cultures, and the English language stands as the origin of cultural exchange and non-western 

societies occupy the discursive position as targets of such exchanges” (Cruz-Malavé and 

Manalansan, 2002, p. 2, pp. 6-8).  As a result, queer globalisation that is dominated by western 

culture can produce otherness and alienation.  When non-western people feel threatened by 

forceful homogenisation of queer globalisation, many choose to oppose it.       

 From a post-colonialist perspective, queer globalisation is a powerful global expansion of 

the West, especially the United States.  While queer globalisation introduces modern queer 

culture from the West to other countries, it also produces fear of being consumed by western 

cultures.  The resistance to queer globalisation reflects the struggle of Asian people who want to 

conserve their own traditions.  Regarding its strength, post-colonialism offers a powerful critique 

of queer globalisation by pointing out the cultural homogenisation of western queer cultures, thus 

raising the awareness of local queer cultures that are threatened by queer globalisation.  I find it 

quite understandable that Altman (2001) and Cruz-Malavé and Manalansan (2002) structure their 

arguments on the foundation of post-colonialism, as they focus on the impact of globalisation on 

various countries.  Cultural homogenisation, exploitation, and cultural colonisation appear to be 

common experiences in various non-western countries.  However, Altman’s division between 
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‘the developed’ and ‘the under-developed’ (2001, p. 20) and Cruz-Malavé and Manalansan’s 

(2002, p. 4) binary between ‘the West’ and ‘the rest,’ shape interactions between both sides in 

certain ways which overlook other possible forms of interaction.  As I have already discussed in 

chapter two, the association between the absence of direct colonisation and the growth of queer 

cultures, Thailand and Japan reflect evidence of homosexuality and transgender-related cultures 

before they closely interacted with western countries and prior to the globalisation era.  This 

suggests that the development of Thai and Japanese queer cultures does not solely rely on 

western influences.  I argue that post-colonialism does not offer the best theoretical perspective 

from which to explore the responses of Thailand and Japan to queer globalisation. 

 Presenting queer globalisation as neocolonialism emphasises the division between the 

global and the local.  As I have discussed above, responses to globalisation are not limited to the 

assimilation of global trends and resistance of them.  They can include integration or 

hybridisation of foreign and original cultures.  Post-colonialism presents the relationship between 

the global and the local as top-down, which only focuses on the dominant influences of 

globalisation and presents the local as a passive actor.  Although resistance can be considered a 

reaction by the colonised, there are also other forms of response on the part of local queer 

communities.  In this thesis I examine Thai and Japanese queer communities as active actors 

engaged in mutual interaction between themselves and global influences.  Their responses can go 

beyond resisting and following foreign influences.  As I will show, Thai and Japanese queer 

communities accept some aspects of global queer culture to blend with their own traditions, and 

also reject other parts that they find unfamiliar.  For this reason, glocalisation is the framework 

within which I choose to study queer cultures and queer politics in Thai and Japanese contexts.   

Glocalisation: Blending and Negotiation 

 I have deployed a second framework — glocalisation to study complex interdependence 

between national and foreign queer cultures.  According to Roland Robertson, ‘glocalisation’ is 
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developed from the Japanese agricultural principle, do-chaku-ka (土着化)  that adapts farming 7

techniques to local conditions (Robertson, 1995, p. 28), and is later applied to global localisation 

in the Japanese business sector (Giulianotti & Robertson, 2007, p. 134).  Robertson describes 

glocalisation as “the constant interdependence of the local and the global rather than the simple 

opposition of these two terms” (Guilianotti & Robertson, 2012, p. 437).  It intends to “move 

beyond the basic categorical oppositions” that are mostly presented in the discussion about 

globalisation by suggesting the perception of “mutually implicative relationships” between two 

sides of this division; the global and the local, homogeneity and heterogeneity, or universality 

and particularity (Guilianotti & Robertson, 2012, p. 437).  

 For another application of the term, the definition of glocalisation can be found in the 

works of James Tully, who applies it to the topic of citizenship, where ‘glocal’ is defined as a 

global networking of local diverse citizenship practices in contrast to the use of global in modern 

citizenship (Tully, 2008, p. 246; 2014, pp. 73-74).  Tully’s concept of glocalisation revolves 

around the theme of diversity, multiplicity, negotiation, interdependence, and is suggested as a 

way to achieve non-violent de-imperialisation to support democratic relationships between 

people (Tully, 2008, p. 247; 2014, pp.7-9, p. 79).  This application of the term ‘glocalisation’ to 

global citizenship suggests that global networking consists of local diversity.  This increases 

cultural sensitivity and supports knowledge exchange between communities in global networks.  

When compared to post-colonialism, glocalisation helps expand our understanding of 

interactions within globalised contexts.  Also, glocalisation can be used to promote international 

cooperation between local communities without dividing the world into the West and the non-

West, nor labelling the West as a colonising threat.      

 Within the field of Asian queer studies, ‘queer hybridisation’ is suggested by some 

scholars as the third position between ‘global homogenisation’ and ‘local essentialism’ (Martin et 

 Do-chaku-ka (土着化) consists of do-chaku (土着 - aboriginal), and ka (化 - to take the form of/-isation).  7

Robertson (1995, p. 28) defines do-chaku (土着) as “living on one’s own land”.  Thus, do-chaku-ka refers to the 
adjustment of a technique or a principle that is introduced to another location.  It is reshaped to fit in a new context, 
as if it was original or indigenous to that place.
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al., 2008, p. 6).  Queer hybridisation goes beyond the opposition between both sides and points 

out that Asian queer cultures consist of national and foreign components, which parallels the 

argument of glocalisation (Jackson, 2011, p. 6; Suganuma, 2012, pp. 25-26).  I have analysed 

Thailand and Japan based on this third position.  However, for this thesis, I use the term ‘queer 

glocalisation’ instead of ‘queer hybridisation’ to describe mutual interaction.  I intend to 

explicitly show the main actors of this complex interaction which are the ‘global’ and the ‘local’ 

and argue that the process of global expansion of queerness is interactive, independent, and 

mutual.  The combination of queer theory and glocalisation aims to adjust queer theory to Thai 

and Japanese contexts and study queer identities, queer cultures, and queer politics based on the 

combination of both national and globalised perspectives.    

3. Intersectionality  

From Black Feminism to Queer Studies   

 Intersectionality was first introduced by Kimberlé Crenshaw in 1989 within the field of 

black feminism and critical race theory.  Originally, intersectionality aimed to make the 

experiences of marginalised black women visible, because legal protection was limited to black 

men in regard to racism, and white women in regard to sexism.  It was later elaborated upon by 

Crenshaw to include the vulnerability of women of colour, female immigrants, and women in 

other socially disadvantaged communities (Crenshaw, 2011, pp. 25-26; Carbado et al., 2013, pp. 

303-304).  Intersectionality is understood as both a framework for understanding complex social 

inequalities and a political project for bringing about social justice (Erel et al., 2010, p. 57; 

Collins, 2012, pp. 451-2).  It argues that social inequalities are complex and multilayered.  

Identities, including race, socio-economic status, sexuality, gender, age or religion, are 

intertwined and constitute multiple forms of social inequality, and these systems of power cannot 

be understood in isolation from one another (Collins, 2012, p. 455).  This means intersectionality 

does not prioritise certain power structures over others, such as assuming that the impact of 

racism is stronger than sexism, because the outcome of the influences relies on all identities 
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(Meyer, 2012, p. 851).  Unlike other similar concepts, such as multiple jeopardy, intersectionality 

focuses on the complexity and mutual interactive processes of oppression instead of static 

coexistence of multiple oppression (Luft and Ward, 2009, pp. 14-15).  Moreover, 

intersectionality focuses not only on vulnerability, but also on the privileges derived from the 

intersection of multiple identities.   

 Outside black feminism, intersectionality is also applied to queer studies to explore 

diversity among queer people.  As I discussed earlier, previous research into queerness mainly 

focuses on the majority or the most visible members of queer communities, which results in the 

exclusion of some.  John D’Emilio (1993, pp. 468-469) describes the association of certain 

characteristics with queer cultures and queer communities in the United States.  ‘Gay’ identity 

has become exclusive to those who have economic independence and reside in urban areas where 

they have more freedom to explore their sexuality (D’Emilio, 1993, p. 471).  Although queer 

communities consist of people of diverse backgrounds, when compared to lesbians and queer 

people of non-white ethnicity, D’Emilio (1993, p. 471) argues that white gay men have the 

highest visibility.  This is because they have more economic independence and financial 

opportunities than other identity groups, so they are able to liberate themselves from traditional 

heteronormativity.  Thus, white gay men have been able to enjoy greater status and visibility than 

other intersectional identity groups in American queer communities.   

 The work of Darryl K. Loiacano (1989, pp. 22-24) and Kevin J. Mumford (2016, p. 28, p. 

63, pp. 71-74, pp. 80-82) demonstrates the perception of black queer people in the United States 

towards the combination of their sexual and racial identities.  According to Loiacano’s (1989) 

research, participants believe that homosexuality is part of white culture, which makes it difficult 

for some to fully embrace gay or lesbian identities.  Some are also afraid of being deprived of 

support from the black community if they come out as gay or lesbian.  Furthermore, Mumford 

(2016) describes how during the Stonewall era, gay pulp, gay pornography, gay institutions and 

gay publications were white-oriented.  During this time the representation of black gay men was 
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presented from the dominant gaze of white Americans: blackness was eroticised in contrast to the 

‘normal’ white body.   

   

 Doug Meyer (2012, p. 858) highlights diverse experiences of violence due to the 

intersection of sexuality with race and gender.  He observes that American queer people of colour 

generally understand their experiences of violence as a kind of punishment because they cannot 

represent their racial communities properly.  In Meyer’s (2012, pp. 859-861) research, the 

intersection of sexuality, race, and gender also produce different experiences between female and 

male queer people of non-white backgrounds.  For example, when black lesbians focused on 

challenging traditions that limited their sexual freedom, black gay men placed more weight on 

defending their emotional and physical strength.  When gay men generally faced homophobic 

insults, homosexuality became the main target and was constructed as a weakness and as inferior.  

Black gay men in Meyer’s research also found verbal insults more severe than physical violence, 

because words could leave a permanent impact upon them (Meyer, 2012, p. 863).  In contrast, 

the risk of black lesbians and transgender women was facing physical and sexual assault.  This 

made them more concerned with these forms of violence than verbal forms (Meyer, 2012, p. 

863).  While non-white queer people in general are concerned with the risk of being treated 

negatively by their ethnic communities, gay men understand sexuality as the cause of assault but 

lesbians or transgender women see gender identity as the origin of violence.  This suggests how 

gender and racial differences are able to produce diverse perceptions of a similar issue within 

queer communities.     

 The above examples present the intersection of sexuality and other identities in the 

American context.  In this thesis, I include intersectionality to analyse the experiences of Thai 

and Japanese queer people whose backgrounds are also diverse.  Intersectionality is a useful 

framework for exploring and supporting the inclusion of overlooked groups in Thai and Japanese 

queer communities.  However, the combination between intersectionality and queer theory 

requires adjustment.  Aristea Fotopoulou (2012, pp. 24-25) and Kevin Duong (2012, pp. 

372-373) compare the differences between intersectionality and queer theory and discuss the 
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relationship between these two frameworks.  Intersectionality originates from political exclusion 

and aims to represent invisible minorities.  This produces additional categories: For instance, 

intersectionality distinguished black women from both black men and white women, and made 

black women an independent group.  Conversely, queer theory was developed from 

poststructuralism and rejects claim to any stable and fixed identity.   

 When intersectionality focuses on multiple categories, it seems to go against the 

poststructuralist view that rejects identity as a fixed and stable entity (Luft & Ward, 2009, pp. 

25-26).  As discussed by Anna Carastathis (2016, p. 147, p. 151), the critics of intersectionality 

point out the risk of endless categorisation which will construct additional categories, instead of 

deconstructing them.  However, the combination between queer theory and intersectionality can 

become mutually beneficial.  Intersectionality can raise the importance of other identities that are 

able to interact with queer identity.  In return, Luft and Ward (2009, pp. 26-27) and Duong (2012, 

pp. 379-380) suggest that the poststructural foundation of queer theory can enable 

intersectionality to be more sensitive to the complexity and fluidity of socially constructed 

identities.  This makes it possible for intersectionality to go beyond common binaries, such as 

male/female, white/colour, or heterosexual/homosexual.  It will be able to include identities, such 

as intersex, mixed-ancestry, and bisexual people whose experiences differ from those who 

represent the ends of binaries.  

Intersectionality in the Glocalised Context 

 As I deploy queer glocalisation in this research, it is important to adjust intersectionality 

analysis to the glocalised context, because structures of social inequalities in the globalisation era 

are reinforced by both internal and external influences (Nagel, 2004, p. 546; Chow & Zou, 2015, 

p. 98; Segal & Chow, 2015, p. 4).  Marcia T. Segal and Esther N. Chow (2015, pp. 4-5) suggest 

that in the study of inequality it is important to consider not just specific historical settings 

because currently all countries exist in the globalised context.  This makes it necessary to study 

phenomena that go beyond national boundaries, such as immigration or global mass media.  In 
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the previous section, I discussed the way in which queer communities in non-western countries 

receive influences from the West.  This suggests that social interactions in queer communities go 

beyond national borders.  Thus, the focus of my intersectionality analysis is not limited to 

experiences at domestic level, but includes queer people’s experiences as part of the global queer 

community.   

 Esther N. Chow and Yuchun Zou (2015, p. 98) describe how globalisation has a complex 

and diverse impact on people due to identity multiplicity.  It is difficult to generalise that a group 

of people who share one similar identity will experience the same impact from globalisation. For 

instance, in regard to gender, Raewyn Connell (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005, p. 832, pp. 

848-849; Connell, 2015, p. 54) and Nagel (2006, pp. 545-546) demonstrate that masculinities 

and femininities are multiple and are subjected to local and global influences differently.  

Complexity due to the intersection of multiple identities and interaction of local and global social 

structures makes it difficult to universalise either men’s or women’s experiences.  Judith Lorber 

(2005, pp. 38-40, pp. 41-42) suggests that it is important to compare men and women across 

different identities.  Generalisation of gender identity will overlook diversity within each gender 

group.  Some men are able to experience multilayered social oppression despite all having some 

gender privileges.  Conversely, social oppression of women is not identical, and some are still 

able to gain more benefits than others despite all being disadvantaged in a patriarchal society.  

Thus, analysing the intersections of their multiple identities can determine which sets of 

identities produce different experiences among them.   

 Similarly, with gender identity, I argue that queer identities in Thailand and Japan are 

multiple, as queerness can interact with other identities.  Thus, it should not be assumed that all 

queer people will be similarly oppressed by traditional heteronormativity, or gaining equal 

benefits from the expansion of queer cultures emanating from the West.  Their experiences of 

queer glocalisation are complex and should not be homogenised.  To understand intersectionality 

and its influences on people’s experiences in each case study, it is important to have an 

understanding of power relationships by engaging with analysis of historical, sociological, 
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political, temporal and spatial contexts (Erel et al., 2010, p. 68; Yekani et al., 2010, p. 90).  

Considering both spatial and temporal contexts, this thesis focuses on social structures in 

Thailand and Japan, as well as on the fact that both countries have registered the impact of queer 

globalisation.  As I combine intersectionality with glocalisation, I do not solely focus on the 

influences of queer globalisation.  It is important to be sensitive to the cultural contexts of both 

countries, adjusting intersectionality analysis to Thai and Japanese traditional perspectives on 

social inequalities.  For instance, Thai people understand racial and socio-economic concepts 

differently from the way Japanese people do.  Thai and Japanese people may share some ideas 

regarding certain power structures, such as patriarchy and heteronormativity.  However, it should 

not be assumed that Thai and Japanese hierarchical structures are similar.  Thus, I do not assume 

that, for example, Thai and Japanese lesbians will equally experience the social oppressions of 

patriarchy and heteronormativity in their countries, and will have similar responses to the 

expansion of lesbian cultures from the West.  I hypothesise that there are differences between 

queer people in the two countries, and also within each country.  

 In this thesis, I consider a range of axes of identities, such as socio-economic status, 

gender, ethnicity, age, and disability, as important factors that can shape the experiences of 

glocalisation of Thai and Japanese queer people.  I might be accused of leaving other identities 

out of this thesis.  However, to support my decision, I rely on my knowledge of hierarchical 

structures in Thai and Japanese contexts and information from research fieldwork (see chapters 

four, five, six, and seven) to select identities that can impact on the experiences of queer people 

in both countries.  I aim to extend the application of intersectionality to Thai and Japanese 

societies in which discussion about the intersection of multiple identities of queer people in 

national and globalised contexts is still uncommon.  
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The Integration of Three Frameworks 

 The combination of three frameworks challenges generalisation in various aspects.  

Queer theory questions the essentialism and universalisation of gender and sexual identities, and 

prioritises the analysis of the surrounding contexts that construct them.  This enables 

glocalisation to be included and challenge eurocentrism and post-colonialism’s description of the 

binary between the West and the non-West, in which the latter is a passive actor.  Glocalisation 

increases the awareness of cultural hybridity and mutual interaction between national and foreign 

queer cultures within each country.  This enables us to understand queer globalisation from a 

more well-rounded point of view.  At the same time, glocalisation shows that experiences of 

people in each country can be shaped by both local and foreign influences.  Intersectionality 

allows us to identify the intersections of the multiple identities of Thai and Japanese queer people 

and questions the generalisation of queer communities domestically and internationally.  This last 

framework is also used to analyse the way in which the intersection of queer and other identities 

shapes queer glocalisation in Thai and Japanese contexts.      
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Conclusion 

 In this chapter I have introduced three theoretical frameworks, namely queer theory, 

glocalisation, and intersectionality.  I have also described how they can be combined to study 

queer cultures, queer political cultures, and queer communities in Thailand and Japan.  At the 

centre of this critical framework, queer theory challenges the essentialism, universalisation, and 

generalisation of sexual identity.  This poststructuralist perspective makes it possible to recognise 

the diversity and particularity of queer identity and queer cultures around the world.  

Glocalisation introduces another perspective to understand the relationship between queer 

communities in western and non-western states within the globalisation era.  Unlike 

eurocentrism and post-colonialism, by using glocalisation we can analyse interactions within the 

globalisation era by breaking from a unidirectional or top-down interaction between the western 

coloniser and the non-western object of colonisation.  Glocalisation describes this interaction as 

mutual, interdependent and complex.  At the same time, queer people’s experiences are not only 

shaped by queer globalisation, but also by local power structures.  Intersectionality reveals the 

diversity of Thai and Japanese queer communities by describing how the intersection of multiple 

identities can make queer people’s experiences different.  This theoretical framework encourages 

us to be aware that the influences of queer glocalisation on people are neither identical nor equal.  

While the freedom of queer people is limited by traditional heteronormativity, the intersection of 

their queer and other identities places them in different social positions.  With the influence of 

both domestic and international power structures, some have more privilege, while others face 

multiple oppression by other power structures besides heteronormativity. 
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Chapter 4: Queer Identity and Cultural Context in Thailand 

Introduction 

 In this chapter, I will examine Thai cultural contexts in which queer identities, queer 

cultures and queer politics are situated.  The chapter is divided into two main sections: the first 

section focuses on a traditional Thai concept of three sexes consisting of male, female, and 

kathoey (กะเทย), which represents the combination of the first two genders.  Kathoey also gave 

rise to other queer identities in Thailand, such as tom (ทอม), transsexual women (ผู้หญิงข้ามเพศ) 

and the Thai version of gay (เกย์).  Although these other queer identities borrow foreign concepts 

to construct themselves, they have developed from the kathoey foundation.  Thus, it is important 

not to overlook this traditional concept to understand Thai queer identities.  In the second 

section, I discuss the national value of humility (ความอ่อนน้อมถ่อมตน) and its influences on 

people of a lower social status.  I will discuss examples of people of lower socio-economic status 

and Thai women in patriarchal Thai society, and compare these two groups to the case of 

kathoey.  This traditional humility discourages people of a lower social status from challenging 

authority.  Within the Thai context, social minorities are socialised to accept their social 

inferiority and give up fighting for social equality.  

1.1 The Trinity of Sexes - Male, Female and Kathoey 

The Third Sex: Thai Concept of Queerness 

 According to traditional Thai discourse, there are three sexes — male, female and the 

third sex (เพศที่สาม - phet-thi-sam ) (Morris, 1994, p. 21, p. 24).  Kathoey (กะเทย) is the 

representation of the third sex category and a traditional queer identity label in Thailand.  

Kathoey is also a common word that is used in various contexts (Martin et al., 2008, pp. 11-12; 

Duangwises, 2014).  In biology, for instance, kathoey refers to an organism that possesses both 
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male and female genitalia (Jackson, 1997, p. 60).  This biological application seems to parallel 

the popular Thai belief that, besides male and female, the third sex naturally exists.  In a religious 

context, according to Thai Buddhism, being born as kathoey is beyond one’s control (Jackson, 

1997, p. 64; Ünaldi, 2011, p. 64; Winter, 2011, p. 253; Sinnott, 2012, p. 466; Duangwises, 2014).  

This fate is determined by karmic results from the past life in which people committed adultery 

or cheated on their partners.  They must become kathoey, ‘an inferior sex’, to pay for their sins.  

These examples suggest an essentialist perception towards sex and gender in Thailand, as people 

believe that identity is predetermined by either natural or supernatural influences.  These 

traditional perspectives describe the origin of kathoey as fixed and stable, but as I show here, this 

identity can be and has been transformed.   

 Rosalind C. Morris (1994, p. 34) discusses an important adjustment in kathoey identity 

that occurred when Thailand started to develop a western model of modernisation.  Thai national 

modernisation started during the reign of King Chulalongkorn (1868-1910), and it became 

stronger under the government of Phibun Songkhram from 1938 to 1944 (Morris, 1994, p. 33; 

Jackson, 2009, p. 367).  The gender binary, male and female, and the concept of two sexualities, 

heterosexuality and homosexuality, were introduced to Thailand during that time.  Cross-dressing 

was banned and heteronormative gender roles were strongly advocated during Phibun’s 

government (Morris, 1994, p.28, p. 34).  Morris (1994, p. 24) explains that kathoey has been 

categorised as homosexual, in contrast to male and female which are heterosexual.  This 

adjustment meant that kathoey today represents both the traditional concept of the third sex and 

an imported discourse of homosexuality.   

 The modernised concept of gender binary also divided men and women in the third sex 

category.  Masculine women used to be called kathoey and are still referred to by this term in a 

few rural areas (Jackson, 1997, p. 60; Sinnott, 2008, p. 135; Duangwises, 2014).  However, due 

to higher visibility of transgender women and effeminate homosexual men, kathoey now 

generally refers to the two latter groups (Morris, 1994, p. 24).  Since the 1970s, masculine 

women have been called by an English-derived word — tom (ทอม from ‘tomboy’) (Jackson, 
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1997, p. 60; Jackson, 2000, p. 410; Sinnott, 2008, pp. 133-134; 2012, pp. 463-465).  Instead of 

simply copying western lesbian cultures, tom identity was constructed by both imported and 

traditional influences.  As described by Peter A. Jackson (1997; 2000) and Megan Sinnott (2008), 

tom identity reflects the readjustment of Thai queerness to foreign influences.  Like kathoey, tom 

represents the combination of a traditional concept of the third sex and imported concepts of 

gender binary and female homosexuality.  Examples of kathoey and tom show that Thai queer 

identities are able to be transformed and readjusted in response to foreign discourses.  This 

possibly made some characteristics of Thai queer identities similar to those of western countries.  

However, it should not be overlooked that they have developed from traditional understanding 

about sex and gender — the three-sex system.  In order to understand Thai queerness, I argue 

that it is important to study the traditional category of the third sex.      

Kathoey — The Illusion of Familiarity and Indigeneity  

 Of all the various Thai queer identities, I will start the discussion about Thai queerness by 

focusing on kathoey as it is the main representation of Thai queer communities and the 

traditional concept of queerness.  In regard to the appearance of kathoey identity, P. Jackson 

(2009, pp. 359-360) argues that discussion about transgender culture in Asia is usually presented 

in terms of the binary between ‘traditional transgender’ and ‘western-influenced modern gay’ 

cultures.  Despite its indigenous impression, P. Jackson explains that the current form of the 

kathoey culture is a result of a twentieth-century revolution in Thai gender norms.  As I have 

discussed above, kathoey identity is not directly inherited from pre-modern traditions without 

changes, as it has also has adjusted to foreign cultures (Jackson, 2009, pp. 359-360).  However, 

the adjustment to western modernisation did not make kathoey identity appear to be more foreign 

(Sanders, 2011, p. 229).  When Thai people are familiar with kathoey’s existence and their 

stereotypes, this identity appears to be indigenous and unmodified.  This has made it difficult to 

recognise the cultural hybridity of this queer identity.   
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 Sex industry and nightlife venues can be seen as spaces of the construction of the cultural 

hybridity of kathoey identity.  In the 1930s and during World War II, financial difficulties drove 

some Thai people to enter the sex industry to earn money from Japanese and western soldiers 

(Jackson, 2009, p. 383).  In this period, when Thailand was regarded as a defeated enemy after 

making an alliance with Japan in World War II (Jackson, 1999, pp. 372-373), it attempted to 

clean up its reputation by allying with the United States and opposing communism.  It opened 

itself to American culture and welcomed Americans in the process.  It became an important ally 

and home to United States military bases during the Vietnam War in the 1960s and 1970s.  

Nightlife venues became a place where Thai people and foreigners could interact and also 

introduce foreign queer cultures, especially those from the United States (Jackson, 2009, p. 377).  

Since the 1930s, Thailand has developed a reputation as an exotic paradise where western gay 

men can enjoy homosexual relationships when homosexuality was taboo in their own countries 

(Jackson, 1999, pp. 369-370).  During the 1960s, kathoey who worked in nightlife venues 

became familiar with foreign cultures and cosmopolitanism.  Fashionable or western-style 

female clothes and international performance skills were important for kathoey entertainers and 

sex workers who wanted to impress their foreign clientele (Jackson, 1999, p. 383).  Since that 

time kathoey sex workers have become a major component of the international sex industry in 

Thailand (Jackson, 2009, pp. 383-384; Jackson, 2011, p. 2).  This evidence suggests that kathoey 

communities have adjusted to the international environment where Thai and foreign queer 

cultures can interact.    

 In contrast, the Thai media presents kathoey as an original part of Thai society.  Kathoey 

are portrayed as unpolished people who are unable to adjust to the heteronormative norms of 

modern Thai society (Jackson, 1999, pp. 395-7; Duangwises, 2014).  Where the gender-

ambiguity of butch women and drag queens is used to challenge traditional heteronormativity in 

other countries such as the United States (Jagose, 1997, pp.31-32, p. 40; Wilchins, 2004, pp. 

14-15), the same characteristics in kathoey identity are tolerated and can blend with Thai 

authenticity.  In Thai films, kathoey characters usually take roles as protagonists in romantic 

tragedy in which their male partners end up cheating on them or leaving them.  Heterosexual 
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men will eventually choose ‘actual’ women to start their own families (Ünaldi, 2011, p. 64, p. 

67).  These common storylines in Thai films strengthen Thai heteronormativity in that kathoey 

will never succeed in love and their relationships with men will not last because of their sins 

from previous lives.  Consequently, kathoey have become living symbols that warn others to 

conform to Buddhist morality by not conducting adultery, thus avoiding a similar fate (Jackson, 

1997, p. 63).  

 Kathoey are also believed to be natural born entertainers.  As described by Serhat Ünaldi 

(2011, p. 70), Thai people value playfulness and light humour.  Comedy is viewed as a way to 

release pressure from social interaction wherein confrontation is generally avoided in order to 

maintain personal networks.  When it comes to films that include kathoey characters, Thai people 

expect to see them willingly take comical roles of screaming clowns or lighthearted buffoons 

(Ünaldi, 2011, p. 64).  For example, Niti Chaichitatorn (2016), a host and television personality 

who identifies as kathoey uses examples of minor characters, such as ‘the fat,’ ‘the nerdy’ and 

‘the kathoey’ in Thai television series.  These minor characters are added to the story to increase 

entertainment value, but they are never presented from deeper perspectives apart from being the 

comic sidekicks of the protagonists.  People who fit these stereotypes will always be perceived as 

‘funny minor characters’ rather than as multifaceted human beings.  As host of a travel 

programme, Chaichitatorn claims that people cannot see through his kathoey identity and rarely 

praise his ability as an informative guide.  Instead, people tend to focus on his funny personality 

as a part of his kathoey identity (Chaichitatorn, 2016).  As Narupon Duangwises (2010a, p. 2) 

and Sam Winter (2011, p. 254) argue, kathoey are generally permitted to express themselves 

within festivals, shows and the entertainment industry, and are not expected to master other 

skills.  This appears to parallel Thai essentialist perspectives that each sex was born to play 

specific roles based on natural attributes.  In the case of kathoey, they are expected to entertain 

and make others laugh. 
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Image 1  ‘Visible as Crowns’ (Gthai movie, 2016a) 

 The general perception of kathoey identity in Thailand is evident in the above comic strip.  

It shows a situation where a creative television director (a reddish brown-haired woman wearing 

a light blue shirt) discovers three kathoey academics (on the left-hand side of the first row).  

However, the producers reject the idea of inviting them on to the show because these transgender 

women do not fit the common stereotypes of kathoey.  Instead, they invite kathoey entertainers 

who dress in carnivalesque costumes.  The author drew this comic strip based on an experience 

of his friend who was an academic transgender woman.  She was asked to wear an extreme 

costume to appear on a television programme while expecting to be on the show in an academic 

capacity.  She decided to reject the offer (Gthai movie, 2016a). 

 Thai media has also exploited kathoey to present the uniqueness of Thai culture or to 

improve its national image.  For instance, according to Stéphane Rennesson (2011, pp. 50-52), 

Parinya Charoenphol who became an athlete to earn money for her future gender reassignment 

surgery, gained recognition in the Thai media for bringing international fame to a national 

�56



martial art, Muay Thai (มวยไทย - Thai kick boxing).  Parinya was not only known as a skilful 

kathoey boxer, but as an artful one who demonstrated the aesthetic side of the sport (Rennesson, 

2011, pp. 47-8).  Her representation helped conserve the national image that Thailand was not 

only strong but also ‘civilised’, because her martial art performance was both ferocious and 

elegant.  Rennesson (2011, p. 54) describes how Parinya’s martial art skills and gender-

ambiguity were manipulated by the Thai media as part of its representation to foreigners of a 

unique aspect of Thai culture.  In the analysis of kathoey movies by Ünaldi (2011, p. 67), 

nationalist narratives can be seen in one example of a Thai kathoey film, Saving Private Tootsie 

(พรางชมพู) in 2002.  This comedy was about a group of plane-crash kathoey survivors who 

fought side by side with Thai soldiers in the conflict between Thailand and Myanmar.  One quote 

from the film clearly represents the sense of belonging of kathoey —  “although we were 

unfortunate to be born with the wrong gender, we’re still lucky because we have been born in the 

right place” — Thailand.  This narrative is an example of how Thai society creates an illusion of 

full acceptance of kathoey. 

 These examples demonstrate general perceptions towards kathoey identity in Thai 

society.  While this identity is culturally hybridised, the existence of kathoey is perceived as a 

common phenomenon and fits well with some traditional discourses.  Kathoey are living 

embodiments of religious discourses, natural born entertainers and a representation of a unique 

aspect of Thai culture.  This seems to allow kathoey to belong to Thai society.  Besides these 

qualities, the lack of obvious violence against kathoey individuals and their high visibility in 

Thai society seem to make Thailand appear to be queer-friendly, and the Thai state can use 

kathoey’s visibility to promote this national image.  Jackson (2004, pp. 182-183, p. 212; 2011, p. 

2) describes how the Thai state is very concerned with how it appears to other countries, and tries 

its best to present itself as civilised, kind and calm on the international stage.  The high visibility 

of kathoey is exploited to make foreigners believe that it ‘accepts’ queer people, making Thailand 

look ‘modern and liberal’.  However, as argued by P. Jackson, despite its ‘queer-friendly’ image, 

Thailand does not really consider queer rights issues, or acknowledge queerness.  This drives 

queer people in the kathoey category to find a way to escape from social inequality.  
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1.2 The Separation from Kathoey — Other Queer Identities 

 Rejection of the kathoey label by some Thai queer people is an indicator that Thai society 

is not as friendly to queer people as it appears to be.  As knowledge surrounding individual rights 

has increased, it can also indicate that the expectations of queer people are now higher.  While 

kathoey people are visible in Thai society, their rights and freedom are limited and their social 

status is inferior to that of the majority.  Traditional discourses can strengthen the notion that they 

deserve to be treated unfairly and social inequality is a price they have to pay for their past 

wrongdoings.  Traditional restrictions have driven some queer people to leave the kathoey 

identity to re-identify with other labels.  In this chapter, I focus on two further examples, namely 

another two types of transfemale identities and Thai gay identity.       

The Separation of New Transfemale Identities from Kathoey 

 Thai transgender women’s communities consist of different groups of members.  I argue 

that it is difficult to generalise all of them under the same label, because this overlooks their 

diverse perspectives regarding their identity, rights and freedom.  As described by Ünaldi (2011, 

p. 67), P. Jackson (2011, p. 197), and Duangwises (2014) kathoey who resemble ‘beautiful’ 

cisgender women receive better treatment in Thai society and have more career opportunities.  

This suggests a reason why some transgender women have attempted to be accepted as female 

instead of the third sex.  Duangwises (2014) shows that in addition to kathoey, type II women and 

transsexual women  are another two transfemale identity labels that are used in Thailand.  Type II 8

women is a transgender female identity that attempts to reduce the gender-ambiguity of kathoey.  

Some middle-class transgender women can access hormone therapy, plastic surgery and gender 

reassignment surgery to reduce masculine features, so they are able to transform themselves to 

resemble ‘actual’ women and to live their lives as such.  For type II women, surgery is a way to 

For the convenience of people who are not familiar with Thai words, I decide to use the italic type II woman and 8

transsexual woman instead of their Thai versions, which are ‘sao-praphet-song’ (สาวประเภทสอง) and ‘phuying-
kham-phet’ (ผู้หญิงข้ามเพศ) respectively.  However, it should be noted that these two words are translated from two 
unique Thai queer identity labels.  Especially in the case of transsexual women, Thai people’s understandings of this 
word can be different from that of native English speakers.        
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achieve a more conventionally female physical appearance.  Despite this, they are still 

categorised as the third sex.   

 Transsexual women  is another identity label of transgender women that was created in 9

the second decade of the new millennium (Duangwises, 2014).  Unlike type II woman, the 

transsexual female identity completely rejects the male gender.  Transsexual women believe that 

they were born female but are trapped in male bodies.  Gender reassignment surgery is perceived 

as a way to ‘fix’ their body to fit their actual gender, and not as a way to attain a female identity 

which they already have (Supawantanakul, 2012, p. 20).  Transsexual women attempt to 

challenge the traditional gender discourse that strictly defines ‘female’ as cisgender and 

heterosexual.  A political movement of transsexual women uses imported knowledge to introduce 

another interpretation of transgenderism in order to make Thai society recognise them as 

‘another group of women’, according to the definition of “transsexualism” from the World 

Health Organisation and the concept of Gender Identity Disorder (Supawantanakul, 2012, p. 32; 

Duangwises, 2014).  They have been fighting for legal recognition of their gender after 

reassignment surgery because they have experienced obstacles in many situations, such as 

limited education and career opportunities, or the inability to marry (Supawantanakul, 2012, p. 

27).  For transsexual women, leaving the third sex category and conforming to female roles 

appears to be a possible strategy to make them equal to the majority.                  

 According to an interview with the association of transsexual women (Supawantanakul, 2012, p. 2; p. 32), 9

members of a TransFemale Association informed that this identity label is derived from the World Health 
Organisation’s definition of transsexualism (International Identification Diseases-10: Transsexualism (F64.0): 1. 
The desire to live and be accepted as a member of the opposite sex, usually accompanied by the wish to make his or 
her body as congruent as possible with the preferred sex through surgery and hormone treatment; 2. Transsexual 
identity has been present persistently for at least two years; 3. The disorder is not a symptom of another mental 
disorder or a chromosomal abnormality (WHO, 2016)).
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 Below are some examples of the cultural complexity of Thai transfemale identities.  To 

take two examples of people in the entertainment industry: Madame Mod (มาดามมด) and 

Moustached Housewife (แม่บ้านมีหนวด) (see image 2 on the next page) are two celebrities who 

can be categorised as kathoey due to their gender-ambiguity, extravagant fashion sense, and their 

comic personalities.  As I have discussed earlier, kathoey identity has blended itself with foreign 

cultures and these two examples of kathoey entertainers also use modern and foreign fashion to 

express themselves.  Their sense of fashion does not represent Thai authenticity or traditional 

rural Thai identity.     

 Unlike caricatured kathoey comedians, contestants in Miss Tiffany’s Universe, a Thai 

beauty contest for transgender women, are generally praised for their resemblance to the ideal 

woman with an attractive physical appearance and charming personality.  According to the 

official website of this beauty contest (Miss Tiffany’s Universe, 2007), contestants have to be 

Thai sao-praphet-song (type II women) with “refined manners” (มีความประพฤติเรียบร้อย) in 

order to enter.  Instead of being vulgar, peculiar and extreme, like the perceived stereotypes of 

kathoey, type II women conform to Thai female gender roles, proving that they are not different 

from ‘actual’ women (Jackson, 2011, p. 36).   Similar to type II women, transsexual women also 

attempt to separate themselves from the kathoey identity and desire to be socially and legally 

recognised as female.  As a result, they also conform to traditional female gender roles in order 

to articulate their female identity (Supawantanakul, 2012). 
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Image 2  The Comparison between 3 Transfemale Identities 

Left:  Madame Mod (2015) and Moustached Housewife (2015) 

Right:   Treechada Poyd Petcharat (2016) was the winner of Miss Tiffany’s Universe in   

  2004 and is currently a nationally and internationally acclaimed actress and   

  model.  Yollada Nok Suanyot (2012) is a celebrity, a politician, and the    

  founder of the TransFemale Association of Thailand (สมาคมสตรีข้ามเพศแห่ง  

  ประเทศไทย) which later became the Transsexual Association of Thailand    

  (สมาคมบุคคลข้ามเพศแห่งประเทศไทย) (Transsexual Association of Thailand,   

  2010).  

 These examples of kathoey, type II woman, and transsexual woman represent only a 

selection of transgender women who are well-known in Thailand.  They show that Thai 

transfemale identities consist of both national and foreign characteristics.  Kathoey entertainers 

can adjust to modern and foreign fashion although their identity appears to be indigenous in Thai 

mainstream media.  However, I believe that by describing type II women and transsexual women 

as ‘modernised’ or ‘westernised’ needs some caution.  This is because an immediate goal of the 

other two groups of transgender women is to separate themselves from negative kathoey 
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stereotypes and to be included in Thai society.  Modern surgical technology and imported 

knowledge has allowed them to differentiate themselves from kathoey, but they still choose to 

conform to traditional female gender roles.  I argue that type II women and transsexual women 

have no intention to abolish the traditional three sex system.  As I will show in chapter six, some 

type II women do not mind being categorised as the third sex, but they want to be treated as 

equals.  For transsexual women, they have attempted to introduce a reinterpretation of gender 

identity that enables them to be included as female, and leave the third sex category for other 

groups of queer people. 

 Of the three transgender female identity labels, transsexual women is distinctive as it is 

constructed for political purposes.  Transgender women who identify with this label form a 

movement separate from the mainstream kathoey community in order to promote gender change 

laws (Supawantanakul, 2012; Duangwises, 2014).  As the movement of transsexual women aims 

at restructuring the traditional three sex system, it might be unsurprising that the political 

movement of transsexual women faces resistance from the majority.  However, at the same time, 

the majority of kathoey communities do not support their political movement either.  In chapter 

six, I will elaborate upon the clash between kathoey and transsexual women that happened early 

in the second decade of the new millennium, as well as another conflict between the majority of 

kathoey and another group of kathoey which occurred later on.  Both disagreements reflect the 

diverse political standpoints among Thai transgender women.  Some transgender women 

understand themselves based on traditional discourses and do not accept alternative 

interpretations of transfemale identity.  Conflicts and division within kathoey communities reflect 

complex interactions between national and foreign concepts in regard to transgenderism and 

queerness in Thailand.   
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The Construction of Thai Gay Identity and Differentiation from Kathoey 

 P. Jackson (2009, p. 365) explains that the Thai version of gay  (เกย์) identity existed 10

before American servicemen visited Thailand during the Vietnam War and prior to international 

mass tourism starting in the 1970s.  For example, there was a term in historical records, len 

sawat (เล่นสวาท - to play at love) and len phuan (เล่นเพื่อน - to play with a friend), to describe 

both male and female homosexual activity in historical records respectively (Jackson, 1997, p. 

64; UNDP & USAID, 2014, p. 13; Jackson, 2016, p. xxv).  Around the early Rattanakosin 

Kingdom era (ยุครัตนโกสินทร์ตอนต้น, 1760s-1860s) women in the royal palace had restricted 

sexual freedom.  They could not marry men of a lower social status or foreign royal princes.  

Thus, homosexuality became a common sexual practice among them (Panwichai & Yodhong, 

2017).  For male homosexuality, there are a few examples in historic records.  Prince Rak-

ronnaret was known for homosexual activities with his favourite male theatre performers (Loos, 

2012, p.90-91).  This evidence demonstrates that male homosexuality has existed in Thailand 

since at least the 1800s during the reign of King Rama III (1824-1851) (Loos, 2012, p. 90).  

Another more recent case was that of King Rama VI, or Vajiravudh (1880-1925).  Before his 

reign, women used to provide services to the king, but in the reign of Vajuravudh, they were 

replaced by his favourite, well-selected men (Reynolds, 2014, p. 260).  The homoerotic 

preferences of these two princes are not widely known, since they concern monarchical 

institutions that Thai people are prohibited from criticising (Jackson, 2004, p. 194).  These rare 

historical records provide some evidence of same-sex activity in Thailand before the country 

opened itself to accepting queer cultures from western countries around the 1960s.  However, 

they should not be understood as the foundation of Thai gay identity. 

  

 In addition to transgender identities, P. Jackson (1999, p. 362) argues that kathoey is the 

origin of Thai gay (เกย์) identity.  The English term ‘gay’ was borrowed to replace the obsolete 

 As discussed in chapter three in regard to my use of the italic font, I agree with P. Jackson (1997) that it is 10

important not to understand Thai gay identity based on the standards of gay men in western society, because Thai 
gay identity developed from a traditional Thai discourse of queerness, the third sex category.  I use the italic gay to 
emphasise that this term is only used in the context of Thai society.     
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term of kathoey-phuchai or ‘male kathoey’ (กะเทยผู้ชาย).  This term referred to homosexual men 

who did not cross-dress, in contrast to typical kathoey cross-dressers (Jackson, 1999, p. 383; 

Jackson, 2000, p. 410).  In the 1970s, Bangkok emerged as the gay capital of Southeast Asia due 

to its high visibility of gay and transgender culture in the region (Jackson, 2009, p. 370).  The 

connection Bangkok had with other countries through commerce and communication meant that 

gay culture in Bangkok tended to share some similarities with gay cultures in other cities, such as 

New York.  Thai gay identity started forming and was used to refer to non-cross-dressing male 

sex workers (Jackson, 1999, p. 394).  Associated with western men and foreign cultures, gay 

identity is perceived as a western-influenced phenomenon that was once understood as a threat to 

Thai society.   

 In the mid-1980s, AIDS was viewed as an imported disease that was spread from western 

men through homosexual relationships with Thai men (Jackson,1999, p. 393).  At that time, 

sexual relationships between Thai male and cross-dressing kathoey were not regarded as posing a 

similar threat.  However, gay male prostitution was perceived as a western-derived phenomenon, 

because the majority of clientele were foreigners and some affluent Thai men who lived 

westernised lifestyles (Jackson, 1999, pp. 390-391, p. 394).  In addition to the association with 

westernness, stigmatisation also led to the rejection of kathoey stereotypes by Thai gay men.  

Traditionally, both kathoey and gay are categorised as the third sex category.  As homosexuality 

is regarded as not consistent with traditional male characteristics, gay men are not understood as 

‘male’ according to Thai discourses.  Some Thai people still understand kathoey and gay as 

interchangeable terms, which makes negative stereotypes of kathoey applicable to gay men 

(Sinnott, 2011, p. 209).  Like type II women and transsexual women, gay men also attempt to 

differentiate themselves from the kathoey identity and reject characteristics that are associated 

with it, such as effeminacy, cross-dressing, and vulgarity.  Thai gay identity has constructed its 

appearance as modern and refined in contrast to kathoey identity (Jackson, 1999, p. 367).   

 The association of Thai gay identity with cosmopolitanism and the bourgeoisie has 

persisted into the twenty-first century.  This characteristic plays an important role in 
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differentiating gay identity from traditional stereotypes of kathoey, and has become a ‘common’ 

representation of members in mainstream Thai gay communities.  Duangwises (2010a, p. 2) 

explains that places where Thai gay men socialise are mostly located in urban and cosmopolitan 

areas and frequently they rely on technology, such as the Internet to interact with each other.  

According to P. Jackson (2011, p. 197) the mainstream Thai gay community is strongly 

influenced by capitalism and consumerism, and only welcomes members who can afford middle-

class lifestyles.  Nikos Dacanay (2011, p. 100) observes that money to purchase fashionable 

clothes and improve one’s physical appearance are important requirements for those who wish to 

be a part of the mainstream gay community, and also gives gay men the power to select better, or 

more sexual partners.  Some gay men spend a large amount of money on plastic surgery, 

cosmetic products, as well as gym memberships to improve their physical appearance in order to 

be part of the gay community. 

 Thai gay men also create a distinction from kathoey stereotypes by being associated with 

traditional masculinity and male gender roles.  As they are categorised as the third sex which is 

inferior to the majority, Thai gay men choose to conform to traditional male gender roles in order 

to gain more acceptance.  Ünaldi (2011, p. 72, pp. 75-76) describes how since the new 

millennium gay male characters have gained more visibility in Thai media.  Unlike typical 

kathoey, gay male characters have been shown as ‘masculine and muscular’ similar to the 

conventional view of ‘actual’ men, which challenges the assumption that gay men and kathoey 

are similar.  Duangwises (2010a, p. 2, p. 5) argues that effeminacy or characteristics that are 

associated with kathoey stereotypes are perceived negatively by the mainstream gay community.  

Masculinity and well-built muscular bodies have become important aspects of the image Thai 

gay men want to create as a first impressions when looking for romantic or sexual relationships 

(Duangwises, 2010s, p. 5; 2010b, p. 10; Dacanay, 2011, p. 110).  This has encouraged some 

kathoey, who have no desire to undergo gender reassignment to present themselves as more 

masculine and take care of their appearance in order to be accepted by the mainstream gay 

community.      
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 Gthai movie gay-wei-hei (Gthai movie เกย์เว้ยเฮ้ย) has published many comic strips 

satirising the Thai gay community.  One shows how gay men continuously put pressure on each 

other to attain have the ideal male body.  In contrast, the comic strip shows that heterosexual men 

do not experience similar pressures when they go to gyms (Gthai movie, 2016b).  Another comic 

strip shows one gay man, who is skinny and androgynous, becoming more interested in working 

out to attract a sexual partner (Gthai movie, 2016c).  Both comic strips demonstrate that the Thai 

gay community worshiping the conventional notion of the ideal male body and definition of 

masculinity. 

Image 3  Thai Gay’s Stereotypes (Gthai movie, 2016b; Gthai movie, 2016c)  

 Unlike the political movement of transsexual women, the political mobilisation of Thai 

gay men is not as prominent.  As described by P. Jackson (2011, pp. 197-198) and Douglas 

Sanders (2011, p. 230, p. 234), Thai gay men’s organisations mainly focus on safe sex 

campaigns, and their communities do not pay much attention to political activism.  While gay 

male cultures have developed and are highly visible, their political activism is not as prominent.  

Unlike transgender people, homosexual men can blend more easily with the majority.  Instead of 

participating in queer rights activism, Thai gay men generally choose to conform to traditional 
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male gender roles to avoid the negative stereotypes of kathoey, therefore enjoying privileges as 

cisgender men in both the dominant society and the male gay community.  The issues 

surrounding weak commitment to activism regarding the rights of homosexual people will be 

further discussed in chapters six and eight along with opinions of Thai participants towards this 

issue.         

                    

 In this section I have shown Thai traditional conceptions of the three-sex system, kathoey 

identity, and other queer identities that have developed from kathoey origins.  Despite cultural 

hybridity in the sense that kathoey rely on both foreign and Thai influences, their identity was 

constructed as indigenous to Thai society.  Although their social visibility is high, kathoey are 

regarded as inferior to others and their freedom is limited, forcing some queer people to reject 

the kathoey label.  Some use surgery and hormone therapy to transform themselves to resemble 

‘actual’ women and to conform to female gender roles.  Others reject femininity and embrace 

masculinity and male gender roles.  Foreignness, in the form of culture or knowledge, is used to 

challenge traditional discourses and enable some queer identity groups to differentiate 

themselves from negative stereotypes.  However, foreign influences still do not replace 

traditional aspects of Thai queer communities, such as understanding of queer identity, and 

traditional humility, which is one of the areas that foreign influence cannot reach.  

2. Thai Social Hierarchy                   

 In this section, to provide background information for intersectional analysis, I discuss 

other identity groups in Thai context besides queer people.  I will focus on the Thai hierarchical 

structure that shapes the way in which Thai people view differences in social status and how they 

understand their individual rights.  Social inequalities in the Thai context are nurtured by a 

patronage system where the ‘inferior’ receive benefits from being obedient to their ‘superiors’.  

This leads social minorities in Thailand to find their inferiority acceptable.  Instead of directly 

challenging authority, they choose to please their superiors, thereby avoiding conflict.  I have 

selected two examples of identity groups, socio-economic status and gender, to elaborate how 
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Thai people handle social inequality within their national context.  These two examples are also 

similar and interrelated to how Thai queer people deal with limited rights and freedom, which I 

will also discuss later in chapters six and eight. 

‘Knowing Where You Belong’ 

 As the only South East Asian country that has avoided direct western colonisation, 

Thailand uses the discourse of national independence to construct a national identity that unites 

people under the protection of their King from foreign threats (Thanaithichot, 2011, p. 255).  The 

Thai language and strong devotion to the three main national institutions — nation, religion, and 

the monarchy (ชาติ ศาสน์ กษัตริย์) are used to reinforce people’s sense of being distinctly 

‘Thai’ (Sattayanurak, 2008, p. 3; Thanaithichot, 2011, p. 259).  To form national unity and adjust 

the country to multiculturalism, many ethnic groups in Thailand have been ‘Siam-ised’ (กลาย

เป็นไทย) in a process which encourages them to embrace their national culture and symbolism.  

An example of a successful case is the inclusion of overseas Chinese people through Thai 

language and royalism that started in the late 1940s.  While this ethnic group used to be 

perceived as ‘the Other’, once they showed a strong devotion to the King and learned to speak 

Thai, they were accepted as Thai citizens.  From 1977, Sino-Thai people became a major force in 

mobilising the economy, and this enabled many Sino-Thai citizens to take higher positions in 

political, commercial and social domains (Sattayanurak, 2008, p. 37).  This example suggests 

that Thai nationalism appears to be expansive enough to accept some non-Thai natives.  Along 

with its stereotype as a queer paradise, Thailand has been able to present itself as an inclusive 

country.  Indeed, as previously mentioned, Jackson (2004) argues that Thailand constructs a 

national image of being civilised and calm.  However, notorious and unsolved issues underlying 

these positive images are hidden from public view.   

 Thailand still strongly protects what is seen as the essence of Thai-ness, including 

traditions that conserve a different social status (Jackson, 2004, p. 183; Sattayanurak, 2008, p. 

47).  In Thailand, it is common to hear an expression of ‘roo jak thi tam thi soong’ (รู้จักที่ต่ำที่สูง) 
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or ‘know the low and the high.’  This refers to a Thai value that teaches people to be aware of 

their rank in society.  Younger generations, for example, are taught not to disrespect older people 

by behaving as if they were equal.  Younger people are taught to obey their seniors and not doubt 

their judgement.  As Thai society values the patronage system, if younger people follow orders of 

their seniors, they will be promoted in terms of career opportunities as well as other social 

benefits.  This pattern can also be applied to other hierarchies in Thai society.  The passivity of 

‘knowing one’s place’ is considered a ‘natural’ characteristic of Thai people when it comes to 

social interaction (Sattayanurak, 2008, p. 8).   

Socio-Economic Status - The Elite and The Peasant 

 Saichol Sattayanurak (2008, p. 13) explains that since the reign of King Rama VI from 

1910 to 1925, Thai national identity has been constructed upon different socio-economic 

statuses.  Thai people are taught to accept inequality of rank, with different levels of rights.  

Social hierarchy is compared to the human palm.  Five fingers have different lengths, but they 

can work together as one hand.  Equality is believed to be unnecessary, as long as people knows 

their duties and are willing to cooperate with each other (Sattayanurak, 2008, pp. 27-28).  The 

elite are believed to be ‘naturally’ intelligent and kind, so they need to lead.  Within the Thai 

patronage system, peasants  or clients are assumed to have limited intelligence due to their 11

apparent inability to learn, so they are meant to be the followers (Sattayanurak, 2008, p.14, p. 

17).  According to the work of the late Chit Phumisak (1957), the privilege of the elite or the 

patron is supported by the discourse of unchangeable fate.  For example, the patron is blessed to 

be born wealthy.  As physical labour is traditionally believed to be the work of people who have 

bad karma (Vichit-Vadakan, 1994, p. 521), clients are less fortunate and must wait for the patron 

to step down and help them, because the patrons were born with ‘great generosity and 

kindness’ (เมตตากรุณา) (Tantiwiramanond, 2007, p. 198).  In return, clients should be loyal to 

  ‘Peasants’ here may include rural and working-class people.  However, in the Thai context, ‘peasant’ (ชาวบ้าน) 11 11

refers to a large group of people, some of whom are middle-class, who do not have social privileges in contrast to 
the elite (ชนชั้นสูง) who hold a higher political, economic, and social status.  
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them and appreciate their help (Phumisak, 1957, p.6, pp. 14-18; Sattayanurak, 2008, p. 34).  The 

patrons give benefits to clients as rewards if they are pleased with their service and work 

(Phumisak, 1957, pp. 14-15; Sattayanurak, 2008, p. 34).   

 Leslie Ann Jeffrey (2002, p. 54) describes the contributions of peasants in rural areas in 

the creating of the ideal image of Thailand.  Peasants have been included in Thai nationalism to 

connect the modern Thai world to its nostalgic fantasy of the timeless past.  This fantasy requires 

Thai peasants to stay in rural areas to keep the pre-modern world alive.  They are viewed as too 

naïve to handle modernity, and easily corruptible by foreign influences without the good 

guidance of the elite who are more educated.  In regard to politics, James Oakley (2004, pp. 

165-167) discusses similar perceptions of different roles based on their socio-economy.  He 

refers to the political uprising in 1992, in which the middle-classes were described as the leaders 

of change.  However, when fighting erupted, those middle-class people left working-class people 

to keep fighting and some were killed.  The victory from this political uprising, however, was 

described in many books and articles as the victory of the ‘middle-class’ and completely ignored 

the contribution of working-class people who challenged the value of ‘knowing one’s place’ in 

Thai society.  Misconceptions about the superiority of the middle-classes and the inferiority and 

submissiveness of the working-classes still persist in the twenty-first century.  The working-

class, along with people in rural areas are believed to be unable to understand democracy and are 

willing to vote for anyone who gives them money.  By contrast, middle-class people are assumed 

to be more effective in voting and understanding political issues due to their better education.  

There is also an assumption that politicians who graduated from middle-class universities will 

not participate in political corruption (Oakley, 2004, pp. 167-168).  Based on these stereotypes, 

working-class people should step back and let the middle-classes take active roles in developing 

Thailand to become a liberal democratic country. 

 The privilege of the elite also extends to other aspects, including the arts and education.  

The elite are worshipped and their culture is highly valued (Phumisak, 1957, pp. 20-21).  For 

example, the elite justify their preferred art forms as the standard of Thai-ness, while the culture 
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of the peasants is not considered as beautiful or as valuable (Sattayanurak, 2008, p. 4).  

Thongchai Winichakul (2016) observes that ‘satirical comedy’ (ตลกเสียดสี) is not popular in 

current Thai society, although Thai peasants (ชาวบ้าน) used to enjoy it.  He argues that the 

reason why satirical comedy is not accepted is because it challenges the authority (ท้าทาย

อำนาจ) of national institutions such as Buddhism and Royalty and the Thai elite have found this 

inappropriate.  As soon as the values of the Thai elite spread to society at large, these institutions 

became untouchable.  In contrast, social minorities, such as disabled people, kathoey, non-native 

and rural people whose accents are different from standard Thai, become the objects of laughter.  

This observation of Winishakul parallels the stereotype of kathoey as comedians, as I described 

in the previous section.   

 In terms of education, Phumisak (1957, p. 22), Darunee Tantiwiramanond (2007, p.194, 

p. 199) and Sattayanurak (2008, p. 3) describe how the elite never want peasants to be intelligent, 

because this will make it difficult to exploit them.  Under the Thai educational system, people are 

still expected to be obedient to the leader, either under absolute monarchy, military dictatorship, 

or capitalist authoritarianism.  A university degree is viewed as a passport to professional 

security and comfortable lifestyles, instead of a tool to increase their critical thinking 

(Tantiwiramanond, 2007, p. 199).  The elite only want peasants who are well-educated enough to 

serve them.  When Thailand has been driven by the nationalist perception of ‘Thailand is 

fine’ (เมืองไทยนี้ดี) that was promoted in the reign of King Rama IV (1851-1868), it is also easy 

for many to believe that Thai society does not need changes because the current system ‘is 

already fine’.  There is no need to think critically, or radically when problems ‘do not exist’.  

Tantiwiramanond (2007, pp. 197-198) and Sattayanurak (2008, p. 42, p. 47) points out that Thai 

nationalism is not constructed on humanist values.  People in the country are not important when 

compared to social orders based on hierarchy.  This makes it difficult to use radical approaches to 

fight, because the authorities will disapprove and will not provide benefits to people.  

Sattayanurak also describes how Thai people mainly focus on waiting for ‘good’ leaders to solve 

problems for them and protect them from harm.  Education, according to Thai nationalism will 
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train Thai people to focus on conforming to roles according to their ranks, obeying orders and 

showing loyalty to those who lead them.  Thai people will not rethink or doubt commands from 

‘good’ leaders (Phumisak, 1957, p. 22; Sattayanurak, 2008, p. 47).  This type of socialisation 

helps perpetuate unequal social status, and a popular lack of will to pursue equality.  Like other 

groups of Thai people, queer people are also influenced by traditional humility.  This leads to 

their lack of assertiveness when it comes to defend individual rights, especially queer people 

who have rural or working-class background.  I will further discuss the influence of  the Thai 

patronage system on Thai queer communities, as well as the different experiences of queer 

people of lower socio-economic status in chapters six and eight.          

      

Gender Binary - Male and Female 

 In terms of gender, the inferiority of women in patriarchal Thai society also reflects the 

impact of traditional humility.  Like kathoey and people who live in rural areas, Thai women also 

experience restrictions on their freedom.  As mentioned earlier, the gender ambiguity of kathoey 

is used to present cultural uniqueness and rurality is protected to conserve Thai authenticity from 

urbanisation.  Similarly, as Jeffrey (2002, p. 144) argues, the female body has been used as the 

vessel of Thai national identity and pure Thai traditions, while such roles are not applied to men 

who have more sexual freedom.  Jeffrey discusses the different gender roles of Thai men and 

women in protecting national identity.  During the colonial era, the polygamy of Siamese kings 

was criticised by westerners as being an ‘uncivilised’ sexual practice.  Failure to control sexual 

desire was believed to reflect on the ruler’s inability to govern his kingdom (Jeffrey, 2002, p. 7; 

Jackson, 2004, p. 195).  Juree Vichit-Vadakan (1994, p. 520) and Jeffrey (2002, pp. 144-145) 

describes how the Thai male elite used sexual prowess to resist foreign influences that attempted 

to limit their sexual freedom because sexual desire was understood as a symbol of Thai 

masculinity. 

 In response to this criticism, polygamy in Thailand was made officially illegal (Jeffrey, 

2002, p. 15).  However, presently unofficial polygamy is still omnipresent and accepted by some 
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Thai men, especially the elite and those in higher-powered positions who find it common to have 

mistresses.  Polygamy is hidden from the public eye only because Thai people commonly know 

that they should not discuss the topic in public, but it has never disappeared (Jackson, 2004, p. 

195).  Similarly, Thai prostitution explicitly continues its existence despite its criminalisation in 

the 1960s (Jackson, 1999, p. 196; Jackson, 2004, p. 196).  It is a common tradition and a leisure 

activity among the military and the male elite (Phumisak, 1957, p. 19; Jeffrey, 2002, p.22; p. 

144).  Tantiwiramanond (2007, p. 197) explains that male high sexual desire is believed to be 

‘natural’, so male promiscuity is traditionally justified.  Men still have sexual freedom, while 

control of sexual practices is mainly directed at women (Jeffrey, 2002, p. 145).  ‘Good’ women 

are also not encouraged to have knowledge about sex to protect their grace and pureness.  Thus, 

virgin women are expected to learn about sex from their husbands after they marry 

(Tantiwiramanond, 2007, p. 197).    

 In the 1960s the Thai nationalist campaign expected women to be mothers and conservers 

of Thai traditions (Jeffrey, 2002, p. 57; p. 143).  Thai women who adjusted themselves to western 

cultures used to be perceived negatively and were believed to have a tendency to turn to 

prostitution.  For instance, during the Vietnam War, American military bases were located in 

Thailand, and various social problems at that time were blamed on the Americans, including 

increasing numbers of female prostitutes (Vichit-Vadakan, 1994, p. 517; Jeffrey, 2002, pp. 

22-23).  Thus, the ideal of Thai women was based on those who kept their distance from foreign 

influences and who strictly followed traditional responsibilities to represent a positive national 

image.  For instance, around the 1950s and 1960s while Thailand was notorious for its large 

numbers of prostitutes, beauty queens were presented as national icons to recreate a positive 

image of traditional femininity (Jeffrey, 2002, p. 15).  In the religious domain, women are 

perceived as an important support system of Buddhism, as foods and religious activities are 

generally prepared and organised by female devotees (Vichit-Vadakan, 1994, p. 522).  This 

produced a stereotype of women as the protector of national religion.  However, as in the case of 

kathoey and people of lower socio-economic status, karma is interpreted to conserve female 

inferiority.  Vichit-Vadakan (1994, p. 522) describes that women are believed to be born with 
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lower merit than men.  Due to their bad karma, they have to suffer from physical pain of 

pregnancy and giving birth.  Also, their menstrual blood is seen as the symbol of pollution, 

prohibiting them from having direct physical contact with monks who represents the pureness of 

Buddha.  Women cannot become monks, so only way they can receive merit is via their sons, or 

in some cases from their husbands.  This shows the suppression of Thai women even in spaces 

where they play significant roles.           

  Additionally, as Vichit-Vadakan (1994, p. 519) and Tantiwiramanond (2007, p. 197) 

describe, although women are important forces in diverse professional markets, they are 

overrepresented in the field of art and education but underrepresented in the field of science and 

engineering.  Women generally remain at low levels of the labour force and can only reach 

middle management positions at highest, leaving the top decision-making level to men.  Vichit-

Vadakan argues that gender inequality in terms of professional opportunity came from traditional 

expectations of gender roles.  Traditionally, only men gave royal service, and were able to 

improve their social status.  Conversely, women were expected to be dependent on their 

husbands’ prestige to have socio-economic privilege.  Thus, Thai families did not the support the 

education of daughters as much as that of sons (Vichit-Vadakan, 1994, p. 520).  In the 1990s, a 

new wave of Thai patriotism was provoked by the economic crisis, and female gender 

expectations were adjusted to this new social condition. Women were expected to improve 

themselves and take more active roles, but under the leadership of their husbands as wives and 

mothers of their children (Jirattikorn, 2003, p. 304)).  Around 1995, a television series ‘Is The 

Hand That Rules The World’ (คือหัตถาครองพิภพ) reaffirmed women’s significant contribution 

to the nation as mothers.  The title of this nationalist television series ironically cites American 

poet’s William Ross Wallace’s poem that compares male hands to female hands — while the 

hands of men are strong enough to defend the country, the hands that rule the world are those 

gentle hands of women who rock the cradle .  In 1997, the film Suriyothai also showed women 12

 “ถึงชายได้กวัดแกว่งแผลงจากอาสน์ ซึ่งอำนาจกำแหงแรงยิ่งกว่า อันมือไกวเปลไซร้แต่ไรมา คือหัตถาครองพิภพจบ12

สากล” is translated from William Ross Wallace’s “But a mightier power and stronger, Man from his throne has 
hurled, For the hand that rocks the cradle, Is the hand that rules the world” by Pian Pra Raja Thammanitet (เพียร พระ
ราชธรรมนิเทศ) (Manager Online, 2014).
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as the national defenders by narrating the history of Queen Suriyothai who sacrificed her life to 

save her king and consequently protected Siam from the Burmese invasion (Jirattikorn, 2003, p. 

304).  The queen was portrayed as a brave warrior representing modern and educated Thai 

women, whilst still presented as subordinate and supportive towards the leadership of her 

husband.  Consequently, even after women’s rights have gained more recognition in Thai society, 

women are still expected to assume responsibility for household matters (Vichit-Vadakan, 1994, 

p. 519; Tantiwiramanond, 2007, p. 196).  As Tantiwiramanond (2007, p. 197) argues, despite 

being strong and intelligent, Thai women need to conform to traditional gender roles in public by 

remaining quiet, appealing, and inferior to men.      

 In the Thai context, women do not use radical approaches to mitigate inequality in the 

patriarchal system.  Traditional humility shapes their strategies in defending their rights and 

freedom.  Jeffrey (2002, p. 56, p. 60, p. 63) discusses an example of Thai elite women in the 

1970s who became more concerned about the unfairness of Thai patriarchy.  Unlike radical 

feminist protests in other countries, Thai elite women at that time conformed to traditional 

gender roles, so they were able to negotiate some power to regulate the sexuality of men and 

increase their involvement in politics by claiming that they did so to protect social norms.  They 

were able to criticise Thai men’s sexual behaviour and influence changes in gender relations as 

mothers, wives and protectors of tradition.  Jeffrey (2002, p. 65) also demonstrates an instance of 

a strategy to increase the freedom of this group of Thai women.  Around the 1960s and 1970s, 

elite and educated Thai women believed that women who chose to work in the sex industry were 

poor and had been minimally educated.  This group of women could not adjust to changing 

societies and were affected by bad foreign influences.  Similar to the general conceptions of 

social hierarchy, peasant women were believed to have had guidance from elite women to 

conduct a good life.  Peasant women should stay in the place they belonged and develop careers 

using skills they were good at, such as traditional crafting or domestic service.  Jeffrey (2002, p. 

148) describes how elite women were willing to guide peasant women, because this duty could 

lessen their responsibilities.  They could now escape from traditional restrictions and pass them 

on to peasant women who were doubly burdened as females of a lower social status.     
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 The above instances suggest that traditional humility encourages people of a lower social 

status to conform to assigned roles and limit themselves to ‘where they belong’.  However, 

conforming to traditional roles has enabled them to negotiate with Thai society.  In exchange for 

conforming to elite prescriptions, those lower down the social hierarchy are able to receive some 

benefits from the patronage system.  I argue that the subtle involvement of Thai elite women in 

policy change has some similarities with the passive strategies of some groups of queer people.  

According to Tantiwiramanond (2008, p. 198), mobilising Thai people, who are easy-going and 

living in dependent freedom, has been one big problems of women’s rights movements in 

Thailand.  The same issue also happens to queer rights movements.  As Thai authority despises 

challenges, disputes that are related to the issues surrounding individual rights are suppressed 

(Jackson, 2004, p. 182; 194), and direct confrontation tend to be an ineffective strategy to make 

changes.  However, if queer people conform to their assigned roles, Thai patronage will reward 

them with some freedom and limited social space.  Thus, it is more practical for them not to 

challenge the majority, nor openly fight for social equality.  When some queer people attempt to 

fight, they face resistance from the majority and also from the mainstream queer communities.  

In chapter six, I will discuss the national characteristics of Thai queer politics.  As we will see, 

Thai queer people choose to adjust themselves to please the majority to avoid discrimination.  At 

the same time, the mainstream queer community joins the majority in defending traditional social 

orders and resisting changes that are introduced by newly formed queer groups.  These examples 

suggest that radical approaches are less likely to be effective in the Thai context where people 

are generally submissive to authority.    
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Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I have presented information about queer identities and the traditional 

context where queer cultures and queer politics are situated.  While Thai queer cultural identities 

align themselves to foreign influences, they are not completely separated from their traditional 

roots in the three sex system.  Kathoey was constructed in a culturally hybridised space and can 

adjust itself to foreign influences, but indigeneity is attached to this label and makes it represent 

Thai cultural uniqueness.  Other queer identities may appear to be more modernised or 

westernised as they use some non-traditional cultural aspects to distinguish themselves from 

kathoey, but they are still dependent on some traditional influences, such as Thai gender roles. 

 Thai society is predominantly hierarchical, and Thai people are socialised to accept their 

rank and discouraged from challenging people of a higher status in order to gain benefits from 

the Thai patronage system.  Instances of traditional humility can be found in the case of people 

of lower socio-economic status and women in the patriarchal system.  Both groups are expected 

to conform to their traditional roles and willingly accept limited rights.  We see here some 

similarities with humility in the case of kathoey.  The discussion about this national context 

suggests that direct confrontation is a less common strategy to fight for change and individual 

freedom is not prioritised in Thai hierarchical society.  In chapter six I will explore how these 

findings are demonstrated in my primary research with Thai queer communities. 
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Chapter 5: Queer Identity and Cultural Context in Japan 

Introduction 

 In this chapter I will explore Japanese queer identities and cultural contexts in which 

queer cultures and queer politics are situated.  This chapter will be divided into two main 

sections.  In the first, I will discuss traditional Japanese concepts of individuality and queerness.  

I start with amae (甘え) which refers to the feeling of dependence on others.  The concept of 

amae allows Japanese people to feel emotionally attached to the group, choosing to give up 

individuality to conserve interpersonal relationships.  When sexuality is understood as a personal 

issue, Japanese people are expected to keep it to themselves and should not bring it into public 

arena where everyone is expected to be formal and professional.  To challenge traditional 

suppression, queer communities relies on foreign cultures and queer identities are constructed as 

‘the Other’ resulting the distinction apart from traditional heteronormativity.  Despite being 

associated with foreignness, it is important not to assume that the traditional perspective towards 

queerness has been replaced.  Traditional influences still shape how Japanese queer people 

perceive themselves and their rights.  In the Japanese cultural context, amae impacts not only 

upon queer people, it also influences other identity groups.  In the second section, I will discuss 

two examples: ethnic minorities and women in a patriarchal society.  As ‘pure-blood’ Japanese 

and men receive privileges, both identity groups become invisible and the significance of their 

rights is ignored.  The exclusion of these two minorities is similar and interrelated to experiences 

of queer people in Japanese society.  

1.1 Amae — Non-self and the Suppression of Individuality 

The Suppression of Individuality in Japanese Society 

 Before I outline the formation of Japanese queer identities, I will begin with a traditional 

concept of personhood.  Discussion on this topic will help to explain ways in which Japanese 
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people understand individuality, sexuality and queer identity.  Takeo Doi (2005a, pp. 14-15) 

describes a unique concept of Japanese personality — amae (甘え).  This term comes from an 

intransitive verb of amaeru (甘える) or ‘to depend and presume on the benevolence of others.’  

Amae is generally used to describe children’s attitudes or behaviours towards their parents when 

they are fully dependent on adults.  Japanese society fosters parental dependency, and 

institutionalises this behavioural pattern into an important social structure (Doi, 2005a, p. 18).  

Thus, amae also extends to other types of relationships, including those between husbands and 

wives, teachers and students, or patients and doctors.  According to Doi, amae personality is 

exclusive to Japan, and cannot be found in western societies.  This also gives Japanese people a 

unique consciousness of self, or to be more precise, a state of non-self (Doi, 2005a, pp. 15-16).  

Doi (2005b, pp. 79-81) and Victoria E. Kelly (2001, p. 187, p. 193) explain that amae also 

shapes other aspects of interpersonal interactions within Japanese society.  For instance, Japanese 

people prefer unanimous agreement thereby avoiding any situations where they have to disagree 

or say “no” to others, thus making direct opposition or aggressive coercion unlikely.  Since 

people avoid confrontation, they learn to be sensitive to subtle signals to understand a traditional 

communication style which is non-verbal and implicit. 

 Amae personality also affects the way in which Japanese people behave in society.  

Yoshimi Kakimoto (2009, pp. 40-42) describes two distinct domains in Japanese society, 

personal and public.  Personal issues, such as one’s own feelings and tastes belong to the private 

domain and should not appear in public.  Social order, according to the Japanese point of view, 

should not be based on individual freedom.  People must suppress personal differences and 

conform to the social order for the collective good.  Individuality that is placed above social 

order is understood as ‘selfishness’ (わがまま) (Peak, 2001, p. 144; Kakimoto,2009, p. 42; 

Elliott et al., 2012, p. 434; Street, 2013, p. 113).  According to Lois Peak (2001, p. 144, p. 160) 

and Kelly (2001, pp. 172-173), Japanese children learn about shūdan seikatsu (集団生活) or 

“life in a group” when they enter the educational system.  Children learn to think beyond 

themselves by being self-reliant and not bothering others.  When they do not have to solve trivial 
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problems caused by personal issues, everyone can work together for the common good.  By 

conforming to this value, they will become social members (社会人 - sha-kai-jin) who are ready 

to contribute to society.  Instead of personal uniqueness, Japanese society recognises the 

existence of people based on their contribution to the group (Kelly, 2001, p. 174; McLelland, 

2005, pp. 5-6; Lebra, 2007, p. 111; Wieringa, 2007, p. 25; Kakimoto, 2009, pp. 48-49).  Peak 

(2001, p. 168) describes that in the process of socialisation, Japanese school children will learn to 

control their ego without direct force from authority.  Children are socialised to believe that if 

they fail to take responsibility, they will let their friends down.  Their failure to conform to 

societal roles is seen as harmful to the collective interest.  As discussed by Kelly (2001, p. 175), 

self-regulation relies on feelings of shame and disappointment making Japanese children avoid 

self-indulgence that possibly leads to negative impacts on their own groups.  This is the 

beginning of the socialisation process that teaches Japanese people to recognise the difference 

between individuality and unity, and how to behave appropriately in public spaces. 

   

 In regard to gender, Japanese people are expected to conform to their roles, either as male 

or female social members.  According to the nationalist discourse of postwar Japan, men will 

become ‘real’ men when they have full-time employment, marry and have children (Deason, 

2013, p. 146).  Those who do not conform to these roles are labelled as problematic.  However, 

since the 1990s some male freeters (フリーター - free workers) have refused to work full-time 

as salarymen and instead work independently following their personal passions (Street, 2013, pp. 

103-104).  In the 21st century, a group of herbivore men  (草食男子 - grass-eating young man) 13

have defied traditional male characteristics, as they are not interested in pursuing women but 

instead prioritise the emotional aspects of interpersonal relationships over sex (Morioka, 2013, p. 

3; pp. 5-7; pp. 14-15; Fotache, 2016, pp. 189-190).  Male freeters are viewed as the origin of 

economic stagnation because they prioritise personal goals over the growth of the national 

The term ‘herbivore’ refers to certain traits such as the lack of interest in sex, having a gentle nature or sensitivity 13

to emotion, which are compared to characteristics of herbivore animals.  Conversely, men who can fit traditional 
stereotypes, such as being sexually aggressive or putting more weight on sexual pleasure, are described as 
‘carnivore’ representing manners of wild meat-eating animals (Morioka, 2013, p. 3; pp. 5-7; Fotache, 2016, pp. 
189-190).  

�80



economy.  Herbivore men are blamed for contributing to the low birthrate due to their lack of 

sexual appetite (Deacon, 2013, p. 162; pp.168-169).  In other cases, some Japanese people who 

are unable to conform to social expectations, choose to avoid social interactions by keeping to 

themselves.  Carl Cassegård (2013, pp. 181-182) discusses a case of hikikomori (引きこもり) or 

social withdrawers that have emerged since the 1990s.  Cassegård describes how social 

withdrawal is caused by economic instability that makes people feel it is impossible to achieve 

social standing according to societal expectations (Tamaki, 2005, p. 14 cited in Cassegård, 2013, 

p. 183).  As men must have professional and financial achievement in order to be accepted by the 

dominant society, the lack of self-empowerment discourages them from interacting with others 

because of their inability to fully become male social members.  They are unable to enter a high-

quality university or find a full-time job (Cassegård , 2013, p. 201, pp. 203-204).   

 The examples above suggest how amae influences Japanese people’s thoughts and 

actions.  Self-regulation has become one of the effective mechanisms in forcing them to conform 

to common values without receiving direct coercion from society.  As described by Peak (2001, 

p. 165), in Japanese society, rebelling against authority is neither aggressively opposed nor 

promoted, but overtly ignored.  People who do not conform to traditions will realise that 

although they do not encounter direct pressure, they will become invisible and unable to access 

social support from others.  If their rebellious behaviour is ineffective, they eventually have to 

conform to societal expectations in order to be part of society, as they do not have any other 

option.  As I will show in this chapter and chapters seven and eight, self-regulation and self-

shaming have great impacts on social minorities including queer people.  The prevalence of 

amae not only impacts on the perception of individuality, but also on the emergence of queer 

identity and the strategies related to queer rights activism in Japan. 
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The Emergence of Japanese Queer Identities 

 Regardless of their personal conditions in Japanese context, everyone is expected to 

conform to their assigned roles.  Traditionally, sexuality is understood as a personal issue that 

cannot be prioritised over the social order.  Although homosexuality and transgenderism exist in 

Japan, it is understood as a personal desire, preference, or interest (McLelland, 2000, pp. 22-23; 

p. 26), instead of an identity.  In the case of herbivore men discussed in the previous section, 

Iowana Fotache (2016, p. 193) describes the term as ‘a label’ and not ‘an identity’.  The label of 

herbivore men is constructed by the dominant society to describe men whose sexual appetite is 

lower than traditional expectations.  Unlike the movement of asexual people who actively 

promote asexuality and their visibility in western contexts, these men passively accept the label 

and do not take pride in their differences.  This example suggests a condition of Japanese society 

where personal distinction is not celebrated.  In this section, I will discuss the emergence of 

queer identities under the suppressive effects of Japanese homogenisation. 

 There has been evidence of homosexuality in Japan from the beginning of the pre-

modern era.  As previously discussed in chapter two, in the Tokugawa period (徳川 - 

1600-1867), homoeroticism was common within male-dominant domains, such as Buddhist 

monasteries, craftsmen, traders, and samurai warriors who spent years sharing the same living 

spaces (McLelland, 2000, pp. 19-20).  Male homosexuality was a social practice that expressed 

the etiquette and aesthetic of men who valued same-sex bonds (McLelland, 2000, pp. 22-23; p. 

26).  In addition, there is also shun-ga (春画) or traditional erotic woodblock prints, which are 

pieces of historical evidence relating to homosexual activities between women (Leupp, 1998 

cited in Wieringa, 2007, pp. 34-35).  Homosexuality took the form of common sexual activities 

that people could perform without strictly identifying themselves with identity labels.  For 

instance, as Mark J. McLelland (2000) describes, jo-shoku (女色 - lust for women) and nan-

shoku (男色 - lust for men) were understood as sexual activities that men could equally seek 

pleasure from.  Nan-shoku should not be understood as an identity label of men who exclusively 
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had sex with men, because in the past their sexuality did not adhere to either homosexual or 

heterosexual constructs (McLelland, 2000, p. 37).  

 An important change regarding gender and sexuality took place when Japan entered the 

Meiji era (明治 - 1867-1912) during which people’s gender identity and sexuality were strongly 

regulated by the state.  Japan developed according to the western modernisation model and non-

procreative sexual activity was banned (Suganuma, 2012, pp. 41-43).  Sodomy was briefly 

criminalised, and homosexuality was perceived as dangerous (Pflugfelder, 1999, p. 153).  Gender 

fluidity also became less common, whilst the gender binary was strongly promoted (McLelland, 

2000, p. 3; pp. 22-23; Wieringa, 2007, pp. 24-25).  For example, women were not allowed to cut 

their hair short like men, and cross-dressing was not permitted (Pflugfelder, 1999, pp. 151-152).  

However, McLelland (2005a, pp. 16-17; pp. 42-44) reveals an ironic contradiction during the 

wartime in the 1930s after the Meiji era when heteronormativity was highly promoted.  Men and 

women were clearly divided based on their roles.  This sex-segregation contributed to the 

creation of homosociality and inevitable homoeroticism in each gender group.  For example, 

single men were drafted into the military early and those who were married separated from their 

wives.  Homosexuality among Japanese soldiers were common, and also extended to sexual 

activities between Japanese soldiers and ‘comfort young men’ in the colonies.  This information 

suggests that strong promotion of heteronormativity during the wartime did not directly regulate 

or eliminate same-sex sexual desires. 

 Hitoshi Ishida, Mark J. McLelland and Takanori Murakami (2005, p. 35) show that since 

the beginning of the Showa era (昭和 - 1926-1989) the influences of knowledge from western 

sexology has labelled various sexual tastes, including homosexuality, as hentai seiyoku (変態性

欲) or ‘perverted sexual desire’.  Since this era, sexual perversities have been perceived as 

inimical to Japanese traditions (Robertson, 2007, p. 224), and this has led to their suppression.  

Since the Showa era, hentai had become an inclusive label that covered sexuality and gender 

expression that was rejected by Japanese traditions.  According to McLelland and Suganuma 
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(2010, p. 331), the term hentai shares resemblance with the concept of western ‘queer’ due to its 

ability to cover various sexualities, fetishes, and desires that are considered ‘abnormal’ according 

to Japanese social standards.  For example, unlike the western concept of queer which I 

previously discussed in chapter three, hentai also includes sadomasochism, gang rape, or 

paedophilia.  Thus, it is not strictly limited to same sex sexual activity.   

 Imported knowledge from western sexology created the division between ‘normal’ and 

‘perverted’ sexuality.  However, hentai was still shaped by traditional influences and sexual 

perversity did not completely denote negativity or sinfulness within the Japanese context 

(McLelland, 2005s, p. 71).  According to McLelland (2005a, pp. 23-25; p. 70), in the 1920s, as in 

other world capitals, Japanese people’s interest in gender ambivalence and avant-garde art 

increased.  Ryōki (猟奇) or ‘hunting for the bizarre’ became the main theme of various Japanese 

prints during that time.  The discussion of sexual perversities could attract attention from people, 

not only in terms of self-understanding but also pleasure from consuming this genre of media.  

Consequently, imported knowledge about sexology and the pathologisation of various sexual 

desires in Japanese context gave birth to an underground subculture group where people were 

fascinated with sexualities that were labelled by the dominant values as ‘perverted’.  In this 

period hentai magazines (変態雑誌) were produced and knowledge about sexual cultures from 

the West was discussed and spread to people who shared the same interest in sexual perversity 

(Ishida, et. al., 2005, pp. 39-41; McLelland & Suganuma, 2010, p. 333; Suganuma, 2012, p. 68).              

 After World War II and the Allied Occupation in the 1950s, increased social liberation 

made it possible for subversive perversities to be unleashed, leading making Japanese people to 

explore various aspects of sexuality more than during the war time.  This condition also enabled 

early queer categories to emerge in Japan.  McLelland (2000, pp. 10-11; 2005a, pp. 73-74) 

discusses queer categories during the early post-war Japan, namely danshō (男娼), cross-

dressing male prostitute, and okama (オカマ), Japanese slang for ‘buttock’ to describe 

homosexual men by using the connotation of anal sex, both of which were used interchangeably.  
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The emergence of danshō was believed to come from the condition in which some men had 

developed their homosexual preferences since the time they served in the armed forces due to the 

unavailability of female partners.  In another case, some men were trapped in post-war 

confusion: as they were unable to contact their families and had lost all money, they turned to 

male prostitution to survive.  Unlike the pre-modern nan-shoku, which were formed between 

heroic and conventional masculine men, danshō represented transgendered men who were 

coupled with men.  Besides danshō, there were also other Japanese queer identities that emerged 

in this era. 

 The liberation from traditional restriction in the post-war era also opened the way for 

queer cultural interaction between Japanese people and foreigners (Ishida, et. al., 2005, p. 37; 

McLelland, 2010, p. 3).  Many American gay male soldiers in the Occupation forces kept 

Japanese boys as lovers who received financial support in exchange (McLelland, 2000, pp. 

25-26; McLelland, 2005a, p. 61; Wieringa, 2007, p. 39; Welker, 2010, p. 363; Maree, 2014, p. 

231).  A few gay and lesbian bars opened to provide sexual services to both Japanese and foreign 

clientele.  This was also the first time the term ‘gay’ was introduced to Japan through the Allied 

Occupation (McLelland, 2010, p. 6).  However, as McLelland (2003, p. 208, p. 212; 2005a, pp. 

78-79; 2010, p. 7) describes, the term ‘gay boy’ or gei-bōi (ゲイボーイ) at that time referred to 

androgynous and effeminate male entertainers, but in this case they were working in western 

styled night clubs.  ‘Boy’ did not represent their masculinity but their youth, as the majority of 

them had to be young to be attractive to male clientele.  Like danshō, gei-bōi was an identity 

label of homosexual men with connotations of transgenderism.   

 Other imported terms from western countries were also used to describe queer sexuality 

in this period, including sodomia (ソドミア - sodomite) or homo (ホモ - homosexual) to 

describe male homosexuality between ‘conventional’ masculine men.   In addition, resubosu ai 

(レスボス愛 - Lesbos Love), and rezubian (レズビアン - lesbian) or rezu (レズ) for short, were 

terms of female homosexuality, and also used to describe sexual fantasy in men’s sadomasochist 
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pornography (McLelland, 2005a, pp. 81-82, p. 85, p. 88).  This suggests the way in which 

foreign influences played important roles in making various types of queer identity visible in 

post-war Japan from the 1950s to 1960s.  As argued by McLelland (2005a, p. 95), forms of 

Japanese queer identity in this period were constructed by the combination of knowledge from 

German sexology, American terminology, and gender and sexual discourses in post-war Japan.  

Around the 1970s, the above mentioned queer groups started separating from each other and 

from other hentai categories that used to consist of various types of non-conforming sexuality, 

both heterosexual and homosexual (McLelland, 2005a, p. 138; p. 154).          

   

 In the late post-war era, similar curiosity about queerness still persists, and 

homoeroticism is not limited to queer individuals.  As previously discussed, female 

homosexuality had been an important part in heterosexual men’s pornography.  However, at the 

same time, male homoeroticism in Japan has also played important roles in heterosexual 

women’s communities.  The representation of gay  (ゲイ) was also used by some Japanese 14

women to resist a patriarchal society.  McLelland (2000, p. 65; 2005s, p. 147) analyses the ways 

in which male homosexuality has been used by Japanese women as escapism from traditional 

restrictions since around the 1980s.  As I discussed in chapter two, in female-oriented male 

homoerotic comic books, an aesthetic concept of bishōnen (美少年 - beautiful young men) is 

constructed as ‘male’ but represents the mentality of females, unlike the relationships between 

young beautiful boys and older men or those between conventional masculine men that had 

emerged from pre-modern to early post-war era.  In many cases, bishōnen characters portray 

western men, or men in a fictional and fantasy universe (McLelland, 2000, p. 71).  By 

identifying with bishōnen characters, young women can escape from the restrictions that are 

attached to their female and Japanese body (McLelland, 2000, pp. 77- 78).  Despite being the 

representation of homosexual men, this bishōnen figure has supported the liberation of women 

 Like the term gay (เกย์) in chapter four, I use the italics font to depict a label of gay (ゲイ) within Japanese 14

context.   Italics are also applied to other labels, including lesbian and bisexual.  This intends to emphasise that not 
all people accept English-derived labels to describe themselves.  For example, as I will show in chapters five and 
seven, some men who have had same-sex sexual experiences may not identify themselves as ‘gay’ or do not label 
themselves at all.
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and the growth of a queer women’s community (Welker, 2008, p. 56; Welker, 2010, p. 367; 

Maree, 2014, p. 236).  

 In the 1990s, the gay boom can be considered another important milestone that 

transformed queer communities in Japan.  During this time, Japanese mass media had included 

the discussion of homosexuality, enabling people to recognise queer-related issues more, but 

both homosexual and transgender people were usually presented in exaggerated and distorted 

ways (McLelland, 2000, pp. 29- 30).  In general, these two identity groups became represented 

as fashionable, modern and a symbol of resistance against traditions.  The gay boom, however, 

gave opportunities to queer rights activists in Japan to bring queer rights issues to public, and 

consequently supported the growth of queer rights activism in Japan due to the increased 

visibility of queer communities.  Many imported terminology and concepts in gender and 

sexuality studies have became recognisable, such as ‘LGBT”, ’gay liberation’, ‘queer studies’, or 

‘coming-out’  (McLelland, 2000, p. 31; p. 230).  From the perspective of focusing solely on 

Japanese queer communities from the 1990s onward, some may assume that Japanese queer 

identities share various aspects with those of the West and are the product of copying.  However, 

as discussed in this section, Japanese queer identities have developed through a long and 

distinctive history, making them the combination of traditional homosexual and transgender 

cultures that had existed since the pre-modern era and imported knowledge from foreign 

countries since the modernisation.   

 The growth of queer rights activism in Japan also coexists with another important 

political culture that is related to self-identification and membership of queer communities.  

Tōjisha (当事者) is used to distinguish queer people from those who are not.  In other words, in 

when speaking of queerness or LGBTQ, tōjisha strictly refers to people of these communities.  

McLelland (2009, pp. 195-196) describes the way in which the term tōjisha originated in the 

field of law and politics before World War II.  It can be translated to ‘people directly involved in 

the matter’.  Throughout the 1970s and onward, the concept of tōjisha has been applied to 

different social groups, such as women, senior citizens, people with disabilities, and other groups 
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that can be considered ‘socially weak’.  In the 1990s, queer people started using tōjisha-sei (当事

者性), or tōjisha-ness, to build the unity of those who shared similar experiences of being 

discriminated against by the dominant society.  The concept of tōjisha is usually associated with 

its opposition, namely ‘people who are not involved in the matter’ or hi-tōjisha (非当事者).  In 

regard to queer-related issues, tōjisha refers to queer people, and hi-tōjisha refers to those who 

are not queer and usually assumed to be the majority.  Superficially, tōjisha-sei seems to create a 

common ground for queer people to mobilise for a single political goal.  However, as argued by 

McLelland (2009, p. 197), tōjisha-sei can create division and conflicts between tōjisha and hi-

tōjisha. Tōjisha people can claim their voices as valid, because they must know the issues that 

are related to them the most, making opinions from others incorrect or irrelevant.  Furthermore, 

conflicts can also happen within the group of tōjisha, because in one group people inevitably will 

not share the same opinions on the same issue.   

 As discussed by McLelland (2009, pp. 204-205), the concept of tōjisha in the field of 

queer contributes to essentialist perceptions towards identity, and made queer identities finite and 

fixed.  For example, If LGBT rights activists rely on tōjisha-sei and claim themselves as the 

representation of all queer people, this will leave out other identity groups that cannot fit in L, G, 

B, or T categories from Japanese queer politics.  Other queer identity groups can find themselves 

having no place in the discussion of the mainstream queer rights activism.  This political culture 

in the Japanese context emphasises the difference between the majority of the dominant society 

and queer communities, especially those who promote queer rights activism and queer liberation 

movements.  This leaves queer people who accept traditional values of blending with the 

majority out of queer politics where they are supposed to be open about their identity.  I will 

further discuss this issue in detail along with other related topics in chapter seven.          
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1.2  The Coexistence of Cultural Visibility and Social Invisibility  

 In this section, I discuss the coexistence of both foreign and traditional aspects of 

Japanese queer communities.  Although the gay boom has increased the visibility of queer 

cultures and queer identities in Japan, it is not easy for queer people to show their identity in 

public due to traditional influences.  I define ‘cultural visibility’ as the distinctive visibility of 

queer cultures.  This can be seen in the way in which mainstream media exploits queerness to 

entertain and fulfil people’s sexual or romantic desires, such as cross-dressing entertainers, 

lesbianism in male-oriented pornography, or male homoeroticism in young female-oriented 

comic books (Kaneko, 2014, pp. 251-252).  Association with foreignness has made Japanese 

queer cultures novel and unconventional within the dominant society where people are neatly 

framed by the gender binary and heteronormativity.   Conversely, I use ‘social invisibility’ to 

describe a situation where queer people have to hide their identity.  As in the case of the majority, 

they still have to conform to traditional social ideologies to protect their social lives.  I find it 

interesting that while Japanese queer cultures stand out, queer people are unable to fully embrace 

queerness in terms of their social identities if they are in public.  This creates a paradox in that 

queer cultures are recognisable, but queer people remain invisible in society. 

 When sexuality is hidden in personal spaces, the presence of queerness in popular culture 

does not automatically increase the visibility of queer people in Japan.  McLelland (2005b, p. 33) 

argues that, as compared with the West, the lack of discussion of homosexuality as an alternative 

lifestyle choice in Japan is a possible cause of the low visibility of queer people.  As Suganuma 

argues (2007, p. 490; 2012, pp. 136-137), while Japan does not violently discriminate against 

queer people, they tend to be ignored in the dominant society.  Their image in the mainstream 

media is based on misconceptions, which produces prejudices and excludes them from the 

dominant society.  I will go on to discuss two examples of queer men and transgender people to 

demonstrate the impact of social ideologies on their understanding of their identity and status 

within Japanese society. 
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Queer Men: Japanese Mind Behind the Foreign Face  

 As discussed in the previous section, Japanese gay identity is associated with foreignness, 

and has become the symbol of resistance to heteronormative traditions.  In the political realm, 

Suganuma explains (2007, pp. 491-492) how political movements of queer activists after the 

1970s aimed to resist suppression by traditional heteronormativity.  Foreignness became one 

component that they used to accomplish this goal.  The Japan Association for the Lesbian and 

Gay Movement (OCCUR - アカー), one of the most influential queer activist groups that 

emerged in 1986, can be seen as an example of a queer rights organisation in Japan that was 

clearly inspired by western queer movements.  It also strategically presents itself as ‘foreign’ in 

order to attract attention from the dominant society.  OCCUR used western knowledge, such as 

the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorder published by the American Psychiatric 

Association in 1987 and the International Categorisation of Disease of the World Health 

Organisation in 1993 to de-pathologise homosexuality in Japan.     

 Political strategies of Japanese queer activists around the 1980s to 1990s also included 

the re-appropriation of queer identity labels by rejecting traditional slang and rebuilding positive 

images of homosexual people.  As I discussed in the previous section, queer identity labels that 

emerged in the early post-war Japan had nuances that are now perceived as negative.  For 

instance, rezubian and rezu had pornographic connotations.  Thus, lesbian activists demanded to 

add ‘-bian’ back to the term ‘rezu’ and reclaim ‘rezubian’ as a term that is free from pornographic 

connotations (Welker, 2010, pp. 369-370; Maree, 2014, p. 231).  Similarly, labels such as okama 

or gei-bōi represented homosexual men as effeminate and cross-dressing, and homo had a 

pathological sense, so gay activists refused these common traditional slang terms (OCCUR, 

1993a cited by Suganuma, 2012, p. 143).  English-derived terms are promoted as politically 

correct terms to distinguish queer people from the majority, replacing traditional slang words that 

have discriminatory connotations.  As argued by Suganuma (2007, p. 496), the association with 

foreignness enables queerness to become more recognisable, and queer rights-related issues are 

perceived as new topics that are deserving of attention from society.  
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 According to Kawasaka (2008, pp. 62-63), since the 1990s, coming-out has become a 

political campaign of queer rights activists to increase the visibility of queer people in Japan.  

Some Japanese queer people understand that by coming out they will be seen as supporters of 

queer liberation movements, consequently challenging fundamental social values.  However, 

revealing their unconventional identity is still difficult for Japanese queer people.  As McLelland 

(2005b, p. 9, pp. 11-12) shows, coming-out can have a serious impact on one’s professional life.  

Traditionally, it is inappropriate to bring up one’s sexuality in the workplace which is a sex free 

(無性) environment (Vincent, Kazama & Kawaguchi, 1997 cited by Kawasaka, 2008. p. 65).  As 

workplaces in Japan are still dominated by heteronormativity, it is inappropriate to use 

unconventional sexuality to request special treatment or be exempted from certain rules which 

are created to benefit heterosexual people.  Coming-out in workplaces is also understood as 

unprofessional and selfish because people who do so are seen to prioritise personal sexual tastes 

over regulations.  When compared to gay activists, Japanese queer men outside the political 

realm have to hide their sexuality to protect their careers.       

 According to Romit Dasgupta (2014, p. 257), after Japan demilitarised itself in the 

postwar era, white-collar workers became a symbol of national warriors.  White-collar careers 

have been strongly influenced by traditional patriarchal and heteronormative values, which made 

men within the workplace encourage or put pressure on each other to conserve Japanese 

masculinity.  A male boss can suggest to his male employees, who are single, ‘a meeting to 

arrange a marriage’ (お見合い - omiai), because marriage is important for career advancement in 

Japan (McLelland, 2005, p. 7; Harada, 2008, pp. 92-93).  This intervention is seen as support 

from older men who want to help younger men to fulfil their life goals.  In another example, 

male colleagues in the same company create bonds between each other through ritualistic sexual 

activities, such as finding sex together in a hostess bar or sharing the same sexual partners with 

their seniors (Allison, 1994 cited by McLelland, 2005, p. 8).  Salarymen who fail to bond with 

their colleagues in these kinds of sexual rituals may have weaker connections in the workplace.  
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This makes it inevitable for all men in workplaces to conform to traditional gender roles in order 

to protect their professional life.    

 Furthermore, the representation of gay men in Japanese mainstream media also reveals 

social pressures that urge them to conceal their sexuality.  Kentarō Tomoe (2014, pp. 11-12) 

analyses the representation of homosexual men in Japanese television series in the new 

millennium demonstrating that the visibility of gay men in the media is connected to negative 

stereotypes.  Tomoe points to the stereotype common in Japanese society that homosexual men 

experience sexual desire for any man with whom they come into contact.  Also, Japanese 

television series usually show gay male characters as uncertain about their own feelings towards 

another man, or finding their own sexuality shameful.  Those characters will attempt to reassure 

themselves that they are not homosexual or feel relieved whenever they find themselves being 

attracted to women.  Such representation reproduces the idea that homosexuality is dangerous 

and deviant from normal sexuality.  As described by Tomoe (2014, pp. 11-12), this representation 

makes it difficult for queer men to reveal their sexual identity, since the typical perception of 

people is based on the prejudices of the mainstream media. 

 McLelland’s (2000, p. 164; p. 169) and Harada’s (2008, p. 90) interviews with Japanese 

queer men also presented this anxiety.  Some queer men, who identified themselves as being gay, 

showed disapproval of coming-out, and would never choose to do so.  Some opposed gay 

liberation movements and had no interest in joining any gay communities in Japan or abroad.  

Some vocally criticised mainstream gay lifestyles.  Interviewees who identified themselves as 

gay appeared to show a sense of shame and guilt, and some hesitated to label themselves as 

either gay or bisexual, despite having had sexual relationships with men.  Moreover, according to 

Harada (2008, pp. 90-91), when comparing queer men who identify themselves as gay to those 

who identify themselves as bisexual, the latter group felt more comfortable accepting their 

sexuality.  Harada argues that bisexuality appears to be more compatible with Japanese 

traditions, because as long as men still conform to traditional male gender roles their sexual 
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preference can be negotiated.  However, the shame and guilt felt by some Japanese gay men 

seems to come from their inability to conform to Japanese social values. 

 McLelland (2005a, pp. 136-137) also provides evidence of the connection between 

Japanese male homosexuality and traditional masculinity inherited from pre-modern nan-shoku 

cultures.  As previously discussed, male homoeroticism used to be part of pre-modern traditions 

of all-male communities, and was understood in a heroic way or bushidō (武士道 - way of the 

warrior).  During the Meiji era, imported sexology made male homosexuality ‘perverted’ and 

described it with pathological labels like sodomia and homo.  This was supposed to exclude 

homosexual men from dominant values.  However, some homosexual men in the post-war era 

still conserved their strong bond with traditional masculinity.  Unlike danshō and gei-bōi who 

were androgynous or cross-dressing, another group of homosexual men in the early post-war era 

were conventional, hyper-masculine, and occasionally misogynist.  As ‘gay’ (gei) at that time 

still had transgender connotations, this group of queer men preferred terms, namely sodomia or 

homo, to distinguish them from cross-dressing and effeminate queer men (McLelland, 2005a, p. 

137).      

 Additionally, to challenge negative stereotypes of effeminacy and cross-dressing, 

Suganuma (2012, pp.78-79; pp. 84-86; p. 89, p. 96) argues that since the 1950s, Japanese gay 

identity has been appropriated as masculine and conventional.  Thus, some members of the queer 

men’s community still maintain their disposition of traditional masculinity instead of fully 

embracing western gay cultures which are understood as extreme and rebellious.  Suganuma 

(2012) argues that this rejection of effeminacy also represents the inferiority complex of 

Japanese masculinity that has shaped Japan’s perception toward the West in a gendered and 

postcolonial framework.  After its defeat in World War II, Japan saw itself as a feminine and 

inferior state that was conquered by the masculine and superior West.  While Japan has received 

cultural influences from the West, Japanese men, regardless of their sexual preferences, are still 

expected to conserve masculinity to protect their national pride.        
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 The conservation of traditional masculinity in Japanese queer men’s communities can be 

seen in some examples.  In Barazoku magazines of the 1970s, preferences for masculinity 

according to Japanese traditions can be found in personal advertisements.  According to these 

advertisements, westerners were perceived as unreliable sexual partners.  Seriousness and 

sincerity, on the contrary, were assumed to be qualities of Japanese men, especially white-collar 

workers (Mckintosh, 2008, pp. 36-8; Suganuma, 2012, p. 81).  McLelland (2000, p.113, pp. 

125-126) explains that Japanese queer men find bishōnen figures unrealistic and difficult to 

relate to.  In queer male-oriented media, such as G-Men (see Image 4 below) the muscles and 

male genitalia of gay male characters are emphasised and exaggerated in order to serve the 

sexual desires of their specific readers.  Some characters also wear traditional clothes, such as 

fundoshi (褌) or loincloth (see the top right image) which represents Japanese Shinto ritual, the 

symbolism of samurai, and thus traditional masculinity.  The storylines are also less romantic, 

mainly revolving around eroticism and sexual violence, and going straight to sexual activity, 

which is believed to represent traditional masculinity.  On the other hand, bishōnen characters in 

the female reader-oriented B-Boy are more androgynous.  As previously discussed, bishōnen is 

constructed as resistance to traditional patriarchy which makes the characters different from 

regular men.  They appear to be more idealistic, romantic, and emotional, which seems to 

represent women’s assumed preference for romance.    
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Image 4  Queer Male Characters Magazines (G-Men, 2016; B-Boy, 2016) 

 The above discussion of Japanese queer men suggests that distinctiveness of gay identity 

and westernised gay cultures do not enable them to bring sexuality into the public arena.  

Although Japanese gay cultures and rights movements have gained more recognition in the 

media, it is still difficult for Japanese queer men to come out as gay.  Queer men, who are not 

activists, choose to suppress individuality and blend in with the majority to protect their social 

and professional lives.  In chapters seven and eight, in addition to gay men, I will further discuss 

the fear of coming-out in other identity groups, and the challenges faced by Japanese queer rights 

activists in gaining recognition by the dominant society of the importance of queer rights.  

Ignorance of the dominant society and the lack of support from others still discourage queer 

people from revealing their identity.  They therefore choose to give up their rights to avoid 

prejudice and discrimination. 
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Living in the Underground World: Transgender Communities 

 Along with gay communities, cross-dressers and transgender people have gained more 

visibility in the mainstream media as extravagant entertainers.  However, unlike homosexual and 

bisexual people, transgender people find it more difficult to blend in with the majority if they 

desire to live as their preferred gender.  This has made the transgender community retreat into an 

underground world, making them invisible in post-war Japan (McDermott, 2013, pp. 218-219; 

Mitsuhashi, 2006, p. 202, p. 219).  In the pre-modern era of Tokugawa period (1600-1867), 

historical records show that transgenderism had been associated with homosexuality and mainly 

existed in performing arts and prostitution (McLelland, 2005a, p. 16).  For instance, there were 

male and female impersonators in brothels and theatres who performed as the other sex to 

entertain and please their customers.  However, they were still able to conform to traditional 

gender roles based on their physical sex.  For instance, female impersonators could have wives 

and raise their sons to inherit their family names as artistic performers.  This phenomenon can be 

understood as cross-dressing and transgenderism being accepted within a profession, and did not 

disturb heteronormative values or denote those people’s sexual preferences (Pflugfelder, 1999, p. 

167; McLelland, 2000, p. 21; 2003, p. 205; McLelland, 2005a, p. 17; Wieringa, 2007, p. 32).    

 McLelland (2003, p. 208, p. 212; 2010, p. 7) describes how the association of queerness 

with artistic performance survived after the Allied Occupation.  As I previously discussed, during 

the 1960s when homosexual men’s and transgender women’s communities were still not clearly 

separated, gei-bōi was a common term to describe cross-dressing androgynous entertainers in 

nightclubs.  The imported word, gei (ゲイ - ‘gay’ in English), is a homophone of a Japanese 

word gei (芸) which means “artistic accomplishment”.  This seems to strengthen the idea that 

being gay/gei is about performing.  Gei-bōi was consequently known as a word to describe 

female impersonators who mastered diverse artistic forms such as singing, erotic dancing or 

cabaret shows (McLelland, 2003, p. 208, p. 211).  Since the 1970s cross-dressing men’s clubs 

started opening in Tokyo (McLellnad, 2003, p. 217; Mitsuhashi, 2006, p. 204).  Some men 
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describe cross-dressing as their hobby (趣味) (McLelland, 2003, p. 217), and some cross-dress 

for another career in addition to their full-time job which they do as a male (Mitsuhashi, 2006, 

pp. 221-224).  For female-to-male transgenderism, Saskia E. Wieringa (2007, pp. 36-38) gives an 

example of Takarazuka Revue (宝塚歌劇団), an all-female musical company.  It became a place 

where some queer women indulged their homosexual desires.  Male impersonators in this revue 

are perceived by their fans as better than ‘real’ men.  There have been many lesbian relationships 

among actors as well as between actors and their fans.   

 As transgenderism has traditionally been understood in terms of ‘performing’, gender 

reassignment surgery used to be perceived as unnecessary.  McLelland (2003, pp. 212-213; 2010, 

pp. 8-9) presents the case of the Blue Boy Trial (ブルーボーイ裁判 - burū bōi saiban) in 1965 

which was an infamous example of how gender reassignment surgery once violated the law.  

There was an incident of one doctor who performed sex change surgery on three transgender 

female prostitutes, and he was charged for violating the Eugenic Protection Law prohibiting 

unnecessary sterilisation.  During the 1950s and 1960s, sex change surgery was perceived as a 

procedure that supported the career of some transgender performers and prostitutes, because 

resembling to either men or women could improve their career prospects (McLelland, 2003, p. 

213; Wieringa, 2007, p. 40; 2010, p. 8; McDermott, 2013, p. 193).  For this reason, gender 

reassignment surgery was viewed as an unnecessary procedure which disturbed social values, 

useful only to cross-dressers for financial reasons. 

  Since the 1980s the transgender community has become more recognised by Japanese 

mainstream media under the label of new-half (ニューハーフ) (Mitsuhashi, 2006, p. 204).  It 

was coined “new” and “half” (ハーフ) which generally refers to mixed-ancestry Japanese 

people, but in this case the word represents a new type of half — ‘half man and half woman’ (男

と女のハーフ) (McLelland, 2010, p. 8).  McLelland (2003, p. 214; 2010, pp. 9-10) and Junko 

Mitsuhashi (2006, p. 204) describe how the new-half community is complex and diverse, 

�97



because its members have various perceptions surrounding their own transgender identity and 

their transition from male to female.  However, like common stereotypes of transgender women 

that have existed since the 1950s, new-half only represents those who work as entertainers or 

prostitutes.  This enables only transgender female entertainers and sex workers to be more 

recognisable, but does not cover transgender men and transgender women in other professional 

fields.     

 In the new millennium a major shift in transgender discourse has arrived in Japan.  An 

imported concept of Gender Identity Disorder (GID or in Japanese 性同一性障害 - seidō itsusei 

shōgai) is now used to describe transgender people who feel they were born in the wrong body 

and require treatment so they can live as ‘normal’ people (McDermott, 2013, p. 191).  Nicola 

McDermott (2013, pp. 190-191) describes the origin of GID in the United States as the work of 

an American endocrinologist, Harry Benjamin.  After the American medical community 

successfully promoted this concept to Europe, in 1996 the Japanese medical community accepted 

GID as a disorder.  Karen Nakamura (2012, p. 3) describes the term GID in Japanese as shōgai 

(障害) which can also be translated as both ‘disability’ or ‘disorder’ in English.  This has led 

some transgender activists in Japan to claim their status as ‘disabled people’ (障害者 - shōgai-

sha), and they use this medical discourse to support their political campaigns.  Both Nakamura 

(2012, p. 6, pp. 12-14) and McDermott (2013, p. 180) argue that in western countries such as the 

United States, it is rarer for transgender people to claim their transgenderism as a disability, but 

GID discourse is accepted by transgender activists in Japan.  

 Transgender people who accept GID choose to separate themselves from the 

communities of new-half (Mitsuhashi, 2006, p. 208).  They do not want to be restricted as an 

underground community excluding them from the dominant society.  They embrace their status 

as GID patients, so they can undertake gender reassignment surgery and have their gender legally 

recognised (Mitsuhashi, 2006, p. 208; McLelland, 2010, p. 14).  The imported discourse of GID 
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allowed gender reassignment surgery in Japan, and this type of surgery is approved as a 

necessary treatment for some transgender people (McDermott, 2013, p. 192).   

 Below is a comparison of transgender people who accept the GID discourse and those 

who cross-dress for their professions.  Kamikawa Aya is a transgender woman who is currently a 

Setagaya ward assembly member (Kamikawa, 2006).  Inoue Kento is a transgender man and a 

staff member of G-Pit Networks which gives advice to Japanese transgender people and supports 

them in having reassignment surgery within the country, or travelling to Thailand for complete 

transition in certificated hospitals there (G-Pit Network, 2011; Inoue, 2011).  Both are activists 

who are working to support the rights of transgender people with GID.  Conversely, Kuriko, the 

head staff member of cross-dressing club, Onna no Ko Kurabu (女の子クラブ), and Asumi Rio, 

a male impersonator at Takarazuka Revue only cross-dress for their careers.   

Image 5  Living with GID and Performing Transgenderism  

Left:   Kamikawa Aya and  Inoue Kento (Kee, 2015) 

Right:   Kuriko (2012) and Asumi Rio (Takarazuka Revue, 2017; Sumitomo   

   Mitsui Card Co., Ltd., 2017)                                                                                                        

 The progress of transgender politics in Japan supports the inclusion of transgender people 

in the dominant society.  However, as argued by McDermott (2013, pp. 194-195, p. 198), GID 

only permits transgender people to choose to be either male or female, consequently conserving 

the traditional gender binary instead of challenging it (McLelland, 2010, p. 13; Suganuma, 2014, 
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p. 247).  Gender-ambiguity and gender fluidity are still invisible and excluded from the dominant 

society.  In chapters seven and eight, I will further discuss the invisibility of transgender people 

despite the progress of transgender politics, and also the invisibility of other queer groups that 

are not represented by GID promoting movements. 

2.1  Japanese Social Hierarchy 

         

 As discussed in the previous section, Japanese people prioritise unanimity and 

interpersonal relationships.  Diversity is less preferred, as everyone is expected to conform to 

their societal roles in order to create peace and order.  David N. Willis (2008, p. 244) shows an 

interesting aspect of the Japanese language that reflects the responsibility to maintain social 

homogeneity.  Chigau (違う) means “to be different” and also has the sense of being “wrong” or 

“abnormal”.  Differences in Japan tend not to be presented in terms of diversity that should be 

celebrated, but rather as a deviance from expectation, correctness and normality.  There is one 

expression — “the nail that sticks out gets hammered down” (出る杭は打たれる - deru kui wa 

utareru), representing that standing out from the crowd is undesirable, and whenever someone 

tries to do so they will be “hammered down” (Kamada, 2009, p. 336).  
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Image 6 Coming-out as ‘the sticking nail’ (Human Rights Watch, 2016)  

  

This screen-captured images are from a 

documentary of Human Rights Watch 

that presents the case of a young gay man 

who experiences bullying at school.  A 

man in this documentary recognises how 

he was perceived as ‘the nail’ at school, 

and was ‘hammered down’ as soon as 

others knew of his gay identity.  For 

instance, he was attacked after coming 

out and could not find support from his 

teachers as they disapproved of his 

sexuality. 

 Besides queer people, the suppression of differences also impacts on other identity 

groups in Japan.  In the next section, I discuss two examples, the first ethnic minorities and the 

second women in Japan’s patriarchal society.  The exclusion of these two groups is similar and 

interrelated with the case of queer people who are forced to suppress their identity from the 

dominant society.  

The Invisible Others - Mixed-Ancestry, Foreign Residents and Indigenous People 

 The first aspect of social homogeneity that I focus on is ethnicity.  According to historical 

records, Japan has long been the home of diverse ethnic groups (Murphy-Shigematsu, 2008, p. 

284; Wetherall, 2008,p. 269).  However, the myth of mono-ethnicity and nationalist discourses 

was constructed to support the process of national assimilation under a single nationality, and to 

consequently obscure ethnic diversity in Japanese society (Wetherall, 2008, p. 268).  Ethnic 

homogenisation portrayed the Japanese as a unique and superior race when compared to others 
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(Ohnuki-Tierney, 1993, p. 131; Weiner, 1997, p. 2; Washburn, 2006, pp. 12-14; pp. 137-138; 

Iwabushi and Takezawa, 2015, p. 1).  According to this nationalist perspective, Japanese people 

are tied together by invisible bonds as they are assumed to have come from the same origin 

(Murphy-Shigematsu, 1993, p. 65).  For example, from the 18th century, the concept of familial 

state (家族国家 - kazoku kokka) has become the foundation of Japanese nationalism.  It 

describes Japan as a unique nation where the Emperor is the father, and his children inherit a 

pure bloodline from him.  This urged Japan to ignore ethnic diversity in its history, thus and 

avoiding ‘contamination’ by other races  and thereby conserving its purity (Murphy-Shigematsu, 

1993, p. 66; Weiner, 1997, p.2; pp. 5-7).  Ethnic homogenisation became the origin of the 

invisibility of ethnic groups that are considered non-Japanese. 

 Stephen Murphy-Shigematsu (1993, pp. 66-67; 2008, pp. 284-286) argues that the 

ignorance of multi-ethnicity possibly comes from an attempt to deny the painful past of 

militarism and colonialism during World War II, but Japanese nationalism was created as if 

mono-ethnicity had existed since the ancient times.  John Lie (2008) describes how Japan used to 

recognise indigenous people within its empire who were considered non-Japanese, after 

conquering Hokkaido and Okinawa where indigenous populations lived.  This recognition also 

extended to people of other colonies, including Taiwan, Korea, Manchuria and other parts of 

China during the late 1800s.  Although inferior to the coloniser, non-Japanese were accepted as 

children of the Emperor and considered to be Japanese through policies that intended to 

assimilate them under imperialist law (Murphy-Shigematsu, 1993, p. 66; Morris-Suzuki, 2015, 

pp. 72-73).  However, postwar Japan became more discriminatory and xenophobic.  For instance, 

Koreans who were nationalised during the pre-war period were stripped of their citizenship and 

treated as foreigners (Murphy-Shigematsu, 1993, p. 67).  Immigrants from China and Korea are 

stereotyped as criminals by the Japanese mainstream media, which lead to some Japanese people 

being unwilling to welcome tourists from these countries (Iwabushi & Takezawa, 2015, pp. 1-2; 

Morris-Suzuki, 2015, p. 80; Herbert 1996, Kakuchi 2003 cited by Willis and Murphy-

Shigematsu, 2008, p. 310).   
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 Like queer people, ethnic minorities who were born and grew up in Japan are influenced 

by the concept of amae. When Japan attempts to ignore its ethnic diversity, the traditional 

suppression of individuality encourages members of minorities to hide their ethnic 

distinctiveness from others.  If they cannot, they will face discrimination or exclusion.  

According to Murphy-Shigematsu (1993, p. 64, p. 68), some ethnic minorities hide their ethnic 

background by using Japanese names or isolating themselves from their original communities.  

Some are under pressure to do so to avoid discrimination, and some, who can pass as Japanese, 

do so to increase their career opportunities.  Right after World War II, half children whose fathers 

were American soldiers were alienated for being the products of murderous American fathers and 

Japanese mothers who were viewed as betraying the nation (McLelland, 2000, pp. 57-58; 

Murphy-Shigematsu, 2008, pp. 289-290; Suganuma, 2012, p. 53;). Many mixed-ancestry 

Japanese children became orphans or social outcasts due to their racial impurity and non-

Japanese physical appearance (Kamada, 2009, p. 338; Suganuma, 2012, pp. 52-53; Ko, 2014, pp. 

629-630).  In post-war Japan, like queer people who came out, some half people are still prone to 

bullying at school and alienation due to their visible distinctiveness (Kamada, 2009, pp. 336–

337).  Additionally, half people do not receive the same career opportunities accorded to the 

majority, which limits most of them to working in the entertainment industry (Murphy-

Shigematsu, 2008, pp. 289-290; Lopez, 2016, pp. 73-74).  

 In addition to half Japanese, foreigners who live in Japan or those whose ancestors are 

foreigners also face exclusion.  Through its nationalist perspective, Japan claims itself to be 

superior to other inconsequential Asian countries, and only recognises western countries as either 

equal allies or potential rivals (Iino, 2007, pp. 70-2; Weiner, 1997, pp. 11-12).  The term gaijin 

(外人), for instance, means “outsider”, but it mostly refers to westerners or white foreigners 

(Ohnuki-Tierney, 1993, p. 8; Willis, 2008, p. 239, p. 240; Kamada, 2009, pp. 333-334).  David 

Blake Willis (2008, p. 240) describes how gaijin does not include Koreans, Chinese, Southeast 

Asians, and indigenous people.  This possibly suggests that for Japan the outside world is only 

the West, while other Asian peoples are not worth naming.   
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 Among foreign residents, Zainichi Koreans (在日韓国人) are among those who face 

social exclusion in many forms.  Their ancestors migrated from Korea during the colonial era.  

Although they are permanent residents and have national welfare rights, they are considered 

‘resident aliens’ and still face discrimination (Iino, 2007, p. 71).  While they were born in Japan, 

can speak Japanese fluently, and are more familiar with Japanese traditions than they are with 

their Korean roots, they have never been accepted as Japanese due to their ethnicity (Lee, 1999, 

p. 50; Sanjung in Iino, 2007, pp. 71-72; Murphy-Shigematsu, 2008, pp. 290-293).  Similar to 

queer people, some Zainichi Koreans choose to be ‘in the closet’ to blend in with the majority of 

Japanese people.  Since they have a less distinctive physical appearance, it is easier for some 

Zainichi Koreans to avoid discrimination but this can also lead to their invisibility.  As shown by 

Michael Weiner (1997, p. 82, p. 92, p. 95, pp. 102-103), in the case of hibakusha (被爆者) — a 

specific term for the victims of the Hiroshima and Nagasaki atom bombings, Korean victims 

who resided in Japan during this incident were ignored.  Unlike Japanese victims, they faced 

difficulties when accessing health services, while both groups suffered fatal health related 

effects.  It is common to see Japanese films that narrate stories about the horrors of atomic 

warfare, but not many mention the existence of Zainichi Korean hibakusha.  

 Other ethnic minorities are also separated from the dominant society.  As Katarina 

Sjöberg (2008, p. 200, pp. 203-204) discusses following Japan’s annexation of Hokkaido from 

the 16th to 19th centuries, the state has recognised the status of Ainu (アイヌ) as indigenous 

people.  However, their distinctive cultures are generally exhibited in commercial knowledge 

centres or museums for tourists.  In a larger social context, Ainu people have to rely on social 

welfare, and are not welcomed as part of Japanese society due to their stereotypes of being a 

naïve and backward group of people.  Examples of these ethnic minorities suggest that people 

who are considered non-Japanese are made invisible or excluded from the dominant society.  At 

the same time, some ethnic minorities willingly choose to hide their ethnicity to avoid 

discrimination and social exclusion.  The similarity between queer people and ethnic minorities 

who prefer to hide their ‘unconventional’ identity encouraged me to further explore ethnicity as 
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another identity that can shape the experiences of Japanese people.  In chapter seven, I will 

continue to discuss the experiences of ethnic minorities, but within Japanese queer communities.   

The Invisibility of Women in Patriarchal Japan 

 In regard to gender, both McLelland (2000, p. 134, p. 137) and Harada (2008, p. 79) refer 

to Doi’s analysis that Japanese people are socialised to prioritise relationships among members 

of the same sex rather than relationships with the opposite sex.  Men support each other from 

kindergarten to their retirement, as do women.  This creates unity and homogeneity between 

members of each sex, and at the same time clearly divides men from women.  In patriarchal 

Japanese society, as Mae Michiko and Leonie Stickland (2014, pp. 73-74) describe, men are 

considered the privileged members, while women are ‘outsiders within’.  Like the case of 

transgender communities that are separated from the dominant society, women are not permitted 

to be visible in male-dominated fields and spaces.  The exclusion of women can be found in 

many contexts.  Takie Lebra (2007, p. 117, p. 121) analyses the role of silence in Japanese 

culture.  In Japanese patriarchal tradition, women are viewed as being talkative and preoccupied 

with trivial chatting and gossiping.  They take responsibility for handling trivial communication 

for their husbands, and sometimes for their adult sons, whereas men are more respected if they 

are calm and speak only a few words.  In another context, when formal guests visit, husbands 

will speak and wives are expected to remain silent to maintain their subordinate position which is 

not high enough to handle such important occasions.  

 Wieringa (2007, pp. 27-29) describes how Japan used to recognise female figures in its 

mythology, rituals and religions.  However, their existence was wiped out after the Meiji era.  For 

instance, Kannon Bodhisattva originally came from China in the form of a graceful female 

goddess, but in Japan is accepted as an elegant male instead.  After Japan embraced Buddhism in 

the tenth and eleventh centuries, it also accepted patriarchal traditions that subordinated women.  

For example, women are believed to have no ability to renounce the world, because they are still 

attached to their natural obligations of motherhood.  Therefore, patriarchal Japanese Buddhism 
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does not recognise Kannon as a female superior deity.  The elimination of female religious 

figures also happened in Shintoism.  Wieringa (2007, pp. 31-32) explains that many female 

Shinto priests used to play important roles as mediums and sacred dancers, but after the Meiji 

Restoration they disappeared.  

 During the Edo period, as Koyama Shizuko and Vera Mackie (2014, pp. 87-89) describe, 

prior to 1946 Japanese women had no right to participate in politics, and consequently were not 

full Japanese citizens.  This was because electoral rights and the obligation to serve in the 

military were considered important elements of citizenship.  While Korean and Taiwanese men 

under the colonisation of the Japanese Empire were accepted as Japanese citizens, women were 

not (Lenz, 2014, p. 214; Michiko and Stickland, 2014, pp. 73-74).  The citizenship of women 

was created along with the “good wife, wise mother” (良妻賢母 - ryōsai kenbo) campaign which 

encouraged them to reproduce to support the nation (Lebra, 2007, p. 249; Wieringa, 2007, p. 25; 

Michiko and Stickland, 2014, p. 75; Shizuko and Mackie, 2014, p. 90). When they were married, 

women were trained to take responsibility as housewives and full-time mothers.  They became 

fully dependent on the incomes of their husbands (Lebra, 2007, p. 258).  Even nowadays, 

Japanese women are expected to show their patriotic devotion by being good supporters of 

national male warriors and good quality reproducers of the next generations (Min, 2003, p. 947, 

Lebra, 2007, p. 251).  That means Japanese women can become good citizens if they have 

husbands and children (Lebra, 2007, p. 91).  

 After World War II, women were not encouraged to further their education and were 

offered only limited choices of career options that did not prevent them from becoming wives 

and mothers (Lebra, 2007, p. 178, p. 183; Kelsky, 2008, p. 91).  Since the public domain in 

Japanese society is dominated by men, professional opportunities are still limited to them 

(Chiavacci, 2008, pp. 16-17).  As outsiders in patriarchal society, Japanese women do not receive 

similar support.  When they are permitted to work in the same career as men, women face more 

resistance and enjoy fewer opportunities of being promoted (Lebra, 2007, p. 184).  Career 

advancement and growth are generally supported by male superiors, and this patronage system 
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does not cross gender lines (Lebra, 2007, p. 186).  Also, welfare systems are more male-oriented, 

since the majority of workers are male (Lenz, 2014, p. 215).  These obstacles indirectly force 

women to quit their jobs, get married, and become devoted housewives who rely on their 

husband’s income.   

       

 The intersection of gender and ethnicity also reflects the multilayered suppression of 

female ethnic minorities in Japan.  In patriarchal Japanese society, ethnic Japanese women are 

inferior to men, but they are granted more freedom than female ethnic minorities.  In the case of 

half women, they are excluded from represented national femininity.  This can be seen in an 

example of Ariana Miyamoto, half-Japanese half-African-American, who represented Japan in 

Miss Universe 2015.  Some Japanese people criticised Miyamoto on the grounds that she does 

not represent ‘Japanese beauty’ because she looked different from ‘pure-blood’ Japanese due to 

her darker skin colour (Lopez, 2016, pp. 73-74).  Yuriko Hara and Malaya Ileto (2011, p. 241, pp. 

246-247) describe how the Japanese state overlooks the existence of women in ethnic minority 

communities, such as Zainichi Korean women.  After World War II, Japan attempted to destroy 

all records of Korean comfort women to erase the history of the inhuman treatment that they 

experienced in military brothels during the 1940s, leaving no information about them in press 

releases or government reports (Min, 2003, p. 940, pp. 948-949; McLelland, 2005a, p. 40).  This 

adds to the invisibility and ignorance of Zainichi Korean women in Japanese society.  As 

presented by Nobuko and Wegmüller (2008, p. 52, p. 55, p. 57), Zainichi Korean women do not 

have similar rights, allowing them to be included as Japanese citizens through marriage or 

motherhood.  For example, the Japanese Family Registry (戸籍) does not recognise Zainichi 

Koreans as a part of ‘Japanese’ family members.  If a Zainichi Korean woman marries a Japanese 

man, the Family Registry only recognises her husband and her children.  The mother is absent 

from the document.     

 The case of ethnic minorities and women in patriarchal society resembles the experiences 

of queer people in Japanese society.  Despite being excluded, social minorities prioritise their 

dependency on the dominant society and attempt to blend in with others to receive support.  This 
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can be seen in the way in which both queer people and ethnic minorities attempt to suppress their 

identity, so they are able to preserve their connectedness with society.  In the case of women, the 

lack of social support and career opportunities force them to conform to traditional gender roles 

in order to gain the benefits accorded to the majority.  However, since Japanese society is male-

dominated, women are still expected to stay in domestic spaces where they belong, like the way 

in which transgender people are limited to underground communities apart from the dominant 

society.  The tradition of amae urges social minorities to surrender instead of fighting for their 

rights and freedom.  The invisibility of female ethnic minorities has prompted me to further 

explore minority groups within Japanese queer communities and their experiences due to the 

intersection of multiple identities.  In chapter seven, I will discuss the intersection of queer and 

other identities which can result in the invisibility of some queer people, making them not only 

invisible in the dominant society, but also within queer communities.   

Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I have presented information about queer identities and other cultural 

contexts in Japanese society.  The traditional concept of amae encourages Japanese people to 

suppress individuality to protect their connectedness with society.  Since queerness is not 

traditionally approved of it is made invisible.  Japanese queer cultures and queer political 

movements have associated themselves with foreign cultures to make themselves more 

recognisable in the dominant society.  However, this association with foreignness does not 

eliminate traditional influences on how queer people understand their identity and their rights.  

Amae still prevents some from revealing their identity and defending their rights.  Like queer 

people, examples of ethnic minorities and women in Japan reflect ideologies and social 

conventions that preserve social hierarchies.  Minorities are excluded from receiving the same 

benefits, but they choose not to challenge traditions and willingly surrender.  The intersection of 

multiple identities suggests that some minority groups face multi-layered exclusion.  In chapter 

seven I will explore how these findings are demonstrated in my primary research within Japanese 

queer communities. 
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Chapter 6: Experiences of Queer Identity and Politics in Thai Queer Communities 

Introduction 

 In this chapter, I present the findings from my interviews with Thai participants, my 

observations of their communities and of media related to queer issues in Thailand.  I contacted 

queer activist groups in Thailand and recruited some of their members to participate in this 

research.  As I discussed in chapter one, I also contacted other queer support groups because the 

number of activist groups that agreed to participate was quite small.  Some participants were not 

political activists or were not as politically active as others.  For example, some participants were 

working on safe-sex campaigns for queer men and transgender women.  The latter provided 

interesting perspectives on rights issues, namely the absence of political assertiveness, and 

additional information about queer communities.  I therefore decided to include their responses 

to present more diverse perceptions of Thai queer rights activism and of Thai queer communities.    

 This chapter is divided into three main parts.  In the first, I introduce the Thai participants 

based on their sexual and gender identity labels, along with the activities of their groups.  In the 

second, I focus on the research findings regarding queer rights activism within the Thai context.  

The information in this section includes a brief history of Thai queer rights activism, the political 

commitment of Thai queer people, and transgender politics in a Thai context.  Furthermore, I 

focus especially on transgender people, because their communities are large and diverse.  There 

are important transformations in regard to their political movements, which have attracted the 

attention of the media.  In the third part, I discuss the intersection of multiple identities of Thai 

queer people and their diverse experiences.  

1. Thai Participants 

                     

 My fieldwork started at the beginning of January 2016.  Twenty-two Thai participants 

were recruited from three queer-support groups.  As mentioned in chapter two, in regard to the 
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obstacles I encountered during the fieldwork, recruiting participants was more difficult than I had 

expected.  Therefore, in addition to members of the queer support groups that I contacted, I used 

snow-balling to recruit participants from other queer groups that work in the same queer network 

as groups that I had already contacted.  The list of all participants can be found on the following 

page.  

Code Self-Described Identity Data Collection Methods Age Note

T01 kathoey-lesbian Interview Mid 30s non-activist

T02 kathoey-lesbian Interview Late 20s activist

T03 transman-gay Interview Early 20s activist

T04 ‘sexual fluid’ kathoey Interview Early 20s activist

T05 kathoey-lesbian Questionnaire Mid 20s non-activist

T06 woman who love women Interview Late 20s activist

T07 tom Interview Late 20s activist

T08 gay Interview Mid 30s non-activist

T09 kathoey / toot Interview Late 20s volunteer

T10 type II woman Interview Late 20s volunteer

T11 type II woman Interview Late 20s volunteer

T12 type II woman Interview Late 20s volunteer

T13 type II woman Interview Late 20s non-activist

T14 woman who love women Interview Early 40s non-activist

T15 bisexual (male) Interview Late 30s activist

T16 gay Interview Mid 20s activist

T17 gay Interview Mid 20s activist

T18 kathoey Interview Mid 30s activist

T19 gay Interview Late 40s activist

T20 ‘identity-less’ (formerly gay) Interview Late 40s activist

T21 intersex (female) Interview Late 30s activist

T22 transsexual woman Questionnaire Late 30s activist
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Basic Information about the Thai Participants and Their Activities 

 Three Thai queer-support organisations agreed to support this research and recruit their 

members to participate.  Group A is the only one with a registered office and able to organise 

queer-rights related activities.  Originally, this group focused more on the health-related issues of 

homosexual men and transgender women, but recently it has included rights-related issues.  

Participants from Group A consist of activists, non-activists who work in health sector in the 

organisation, and volunteers who are not full-time activists but volunteer to help in some queer 

rights-related campaigns of the organisation.  Group B is loosely formed of members who 

mainly contact one another through social media.  Group C used to have a registered office, but 

since it experienced financial difficulties, its members are currently working and meeting at the 

founder’s house.  In the past, according to T19 who is the founder of Group C, his group was 

originally formed to gather gay men to do activities together, such as travelling, going to the 

temple or becoming volunteers to help others.  In some instances, this group works to support the 

rights of queer people and to encourage a positive perception towards them, as well as supporting 

safe sex within the gay men’s community.  Currently Group C also organises the Mr. Gay World 

contest, to increase awareness of male homosexuality and promote positive images of Thai gay 

men.  In addition to members of these three groups, some participants also introduced me to 

other activists that have worked in the same activist network.  I decided to recruit these people to 

retrieve additional information about their experiences regarding queer rights activism and queer 

communities. 

 As a Thai native, I was able to exploit my privilege in accessing Thai queer communities 

and could easily approach Thai activists.  I also had longer to collect data in Thailand than in 

Japan, so most information was derived from person-to-person interviews, except for a few 

participants who were not available whilst I was in Thailand.  They were willing to answer my 

questionnaires, then later sent me their responses via email.  Transgender women of diverse 

labels were the majority of my participants and the second highest numbers were homosexual 

and bisexual cisgender men.  I faced a cultural limitation approaching some female participants 

�111



who may not have felt fully comfortable being interviewed by a male.  For this reason, I was able 

to recruit only three queer women to represent their communities.  This research also includes 

rare identity groups in Thailand, namely homosexual transgender people, a sexual-fluid  15

transgender woman, and an intersex heterosexual woman.    

 T19, an activist in his forties who has actively promoted queer rights, described that 

“about ten years ago it was more difficult to form queer support groups.  Many queer men and 

transgender women were afraid to join any group activities due to negative stereotypes.  Some 

Thai people believed that queer people threw sex parties or had an orgy whenever they were 

together.”  He also explained that “it has now become easier for queer people to reveal their 

identity and meet each other in their own community.”  T20, who has worked as a queer activist 

for more than ten years, observed that in the past, knowledge about queerness and queer rights 

was much less prevalent.  He informed me that “queer support organisations mostly focused on 

safe-sex campaigns and the health issues of gay men and kathoey which were perceived as 

serious problems at that time, but nowadays queer support groups have become more aware of 

rights issues in addition to HIV-related issues.”  Based on the information of both T19 and T20, 

queer support groups had been more aware of rights-related issues and showed more dedication 

to promote queer rights activism when compared to the past.  This progress could be understood 

as a positive transformation of Thai queer rights activism.   

 In 2016 I had an opportunity to attend a workshop of Group A which was supported 

through international funding.  The workshop intended to empower queer people and to mitigate 

violence and stigma based on sexual orientation and gender identity.  Many activities involved 

inviting officers from government sectors to exchange ideas with activists and scholars to 

support a better quality of life for Thai queer people.  Participants from this workshop were from 

different regions in Thailand, different religions, as well as some scholars and activists from 

other countries.  This workshop had an international dimension, as people within and outside 

 T04 actually used the term “gender-fluid” (in English) to describe herself.  She referred to her attraction to people 15

of all genders and sexes.  However, she described her gender identity as kathoey (transgender female).  To make it fit 
the context of the English language, I use “sexual-fluid” to describe her sexual attraction instead.
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Thailand were welcomed to the discussion, showing the integration of Thai and western queer 

discourses.  For instance, Thai terms such as kathoey and tom were used without being replaced 

by English terminology.  This supported the representation of participants who identified 

themselves with the above-mentioned Thai terms.  Different groups of Thai people had an 

opportunity to learn imported knowledge about queer identity and their rights, and at the same 

time they could give their responses in regard to whether that knowledge was compatible with 

Thai contexts or was still difficult to understand.  This workshop was another promising step 

forward for Thai queer support organisations.  The workshop also included the presentation of 

different cases of discrimination that Thai queer people had experienced.  Many group 

discussions encouraged queer people to take part in rights activism to change public policies that 

would benefit their rights and to change public perception towards their communities.  It also 

aimed to make those outside Bangkok more aware of public services that can help them when 

they encounter discrimination in any form.         

 Despite this progress, knowledge about queerness in Thailand is still, unfortunately, 

mainly limited to academics in queer-related fields and queer rights activists.  Thai people at 

large are not encouraged to have an accurate understanding of this topic, and they usually end up 

using discriminatory language towards queer people.  There are various queer rights-related 

problems left and queer rights activists are working to solve them.  In Thai society, as discussed 

with participants, people are still more familiar with knowledge from mainstream media, 

common stereotypes, and religious beliefs such as karma.  The concepts of individual rights and 

freedom are not readily promoted.  For example, transgender female and gay participants 

complained about how the mainstream media continued to present negative stereotypes and to 

ridicule them.  The mainstream media usually represents kathoey and gay men as clowns, which 

made some Thai people believe that it is acceptable to laugh at them.     

 In regard to the discussion of glocalisation, Thai queer activists rely on knowledge and 

information from foreign countries regarding queer rights and freedom, especially from the West.  

My participants are familiar with and participate in international activist events, such as the 
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conferences of International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans and Intersex Association (ILGA).  

They also show their support for queer-related issues, such as the International Day Against 

Homophobia, Transphobia and Biphobia (IDAHOT).  Some participants also have connections 

with queer activists in other countries, such as T19 who introduced me to two Japanese 

participants, J17 and J18, who knew each other from an international event for queer rights 

activism.  I discussed with Thai participants the influences of political activism and cultures from 

foreign countries, especially from the West.  None of them perceived these influences as 

negative, nor viewed them as a form of western colonisation.  Some participants further stated 

that knowledge about homosexuality and transgenderism from the West was information that 

people from different countries could share.  However, they pointed out that some issues were 

only specific to Thailand, and Thai activists had to adjust imported knowledge to the political 

and social context of the country.  Details about the discussion on the glocalisation of queer 

cultures and queer politics in Thailand will be shown in the next section.  

2. Queer Politics in the Thai Context                                 

 In this section, I discuss queer rights activism that is situated within the Thai cultural 

context, and present my findings in three sections.  Firstly, I give a brief history of queer rights 

activism in Thailand, and the interaction between Thai queer communities and foreign 

influences.  In the second section, I discuss social visibility and the political commitment of Thai 

queer communities.  I present this discussion on the topic of the Thai stereotypes as a ‘queer 

paradise’.  Not only do some foreigners perceive Thailand as a queer-friendly country, but some 

Thai queer people also perceive it this way.  Similar to P. Jackson’s observation (2011, p. 2, pp. 

24-25), the interviews with Thai participants suggest that the high visibility of queer 

communities and the lack of aggressive violence towards queer people, contribute to the creation 

of this national image.  However, these perceptions appear to make Thai queer people less 

politically active.  They seek non-confrontational strategies to negotiate their freedom with the 

dominant society instead of directly challenging it. 
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 Secondly, I focus on conflicts between the mainstream kathoey community and other two 

minority groups of transgender women.  I separate transgender political issues as another section, 

because their communities are large and diverse.  Their members have different political 

standpoints, identity labels, and disagreements surrounding identification and rights issues.  

Newly formed identity groups in kathoey communities challenge traditional discourses of the 

third sex, and have consequently started discussion about queer-related issues that have caught 

the attention of the mainstream media.  Disagreements within kathoey communities can be seen 

as evidence of interaction between traditional and foreign concepts of queerness in Thailand.  

Previously in chapter four, I introduced a variety of Thai transgender female identities, namely 

kathoey, type II woman, and transsexual woman.  Here I will further discuss the details about the 

political movement of transsexual women and their disagreement with the mainstream kathoey 

community.  Similar conflicts have also taken place between the mainstream kathoey community 

and another newly formed identity group, kathoey-lesbians (กะเทยเลสเบี้ยน) or transgender 

women who are attracted to females.  

2.1 Thai Queer Rights Activism and Foreign Influences 

 The first modern and visible queer-rights organisation in Thailand was FACT (Fraternity 

for AIDS Cessation in Thailand) which was founded in 1989 by a gay male AIDS activist who 

graduated in the United States (Jackson, 1999, p. 340; Sanders, 2011, p. 230, p. 234).  FACT 

mainly focuses on AIDS and gay male-related issues.  Activism that focuses on queer rights 

issues increased during the 1990s.  The Anjaree organisation is an example of a queer rights 

support group that developed from lesbian feminist roots and has worked hard since the 1990s to 

shift attitudes towards homosexuality and transgenderism (Sinnott, 2011, pp. 217-218).  At that 

time, talking about queer rights issues in public was perceived outside queer communities as 

spreading a ‘trend’ by making more people want to be queer.  It was described as a product of 

western influences, a shameful and personal topic that should not be discussed in public (Sinnott, 

2011, p. 218).  Also, since the 1970s the Thai education system has described homosexuality and 

transgenderism in terms such as “sexually deviant” (เบี่ยงเบนทางเพศ) as it was believed that 

�115



‘improper’ parenting could be a cause of non-heterosexuality (Sinnott, 2011, pp. 215-216).  To 

challenge prejudice and misconception, Anjaree spreads modern knowledge about queer identity 

by producing academic works that are less discriminatory, providing more knowledge for queer 

young people to better understand themselves (Sinnott, 2011, p. 217).   

 In the new millennium, Anjaree and the Rainbow Sky Association of Thailand (RSAT - 

สมาคมฟ้าสีรุ้งแห่งประเทศไทย) have mobilised by using modern and international discourses to 

change people’s perception towards homosexuality.  For instance, in 2002 homosexuality was 

removed from the list of diseases by the Mental Health Department (Sinnott, 2011, p. 218; 

UNDP & USAID, 2014, p. 17).  This challenged previous misconceptions of homosexuality as 

mental deviance.  Anjaree has also actively worked with academics and activists from other 

countries on rights issues, and some members have experience in international rights activism 

and are able to communicate well in English (Sinnott, 2011, p. 207, p. 217; Sanders, 2011, p. 

233). Anjaree and the National Human Rights Commission (NHRC - สำนักงานคณะกรรมการ

สิทธิมนุษยชนแห่งชาติ) have made individual rights regarding gender identity and sexuality more 

visible and important in Thai society (Sanders, 2011, pp. 230-231).   

 There are a number of examples regarding the achievements of NHRC and queer rights 

activists: in 2006, the military stopped using ‘mental illness’ or ‘permanent mental disorder’ in 

its exemption documents for transgender women; a year later Thailand’s rape law was also 

extended to protect male and transgender victims; in 2007, with the support of the above-

mentioned organisations, another important queer-support group, the Sexual Diversity Network 

(SDN - เครือข่ายความหลากหลายทางเพศ) was officially formed to include diverse groups of 

queer people to mobilise for changes (Sanders, 2011, pp. 238-239); since 2008 intersex people 

have been able to change their honorific titles to fit their desired gender after undergoing gender 

reassignment surgery (UNDP & USAID, 2014, p. 17).  Thai queer activism has significantly 

expanded (Jackson, 2011, p. 34) and activists are also more familiar with international queer 

rights movements, supporting international campaigns that are related to queer people.  At this 
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moment, activists are fighting for further changes, such as the legalisation of same-sex marriage, 

a title-change policy for transgender people and other rights-related issues.  

 Besides influences from western countries, in my research fieldwork I also recognised 

influences from other Asian countries on Thai queer communities.  In the new millennium, 

Sinnott (2012, p. 453) and Dredge Byung’chu Kang (2018, p. 50) observe a major transformation 

of Thai popular cultures due to ‘soft masculinity’, which was originated in Japan and imported to 

Thailand via the influence of Korean pop (K-pop) culture. Kang (2018, p. 61) discusses the way 

in which K-pop fever increased the popularity of Thai queerness among young women who 

adore homosexual romance of cute young boys. At the same time, soft masculinity enables tom 

to liberate themselves from traditional male gender roles, and introduces masculinity that is more 

metrosexual, refined and conventionally beautiful (Sinnott, 2012, p. 453).  When the soft 

masculinity of K-pop is related to homoeroticism, tom women have found it possible to form 

romantic relationships with each other instead of strictly coupling with dee (ดี้ from English 

‘lady’), who are feminine homosexual women.  The soft masculinity of K-pop supported the 

creation of a new identity group of tom that is gay-tom (เกย์ทอม), or tom who are attracted to 

tom (Sinnott, 2012, p. 466; p. 468).  Although I did not have an opportunity to interview people 

of this identity group, I observed another recent change in Thai queer men’s communities due to 

a cultural influence from Japan. 

 J03, a Japanese gay man who have travelled to gay scene in many Asian countries 

including Taiwan and Thailand, informed me of gachi-muchi (ガチムチ - ‘beefy-chubby’) or a 

Japanese sub-category of homosexual men who are muscular and bulky.  According to him, this 

sub-culture also has influenced on gay communities outside Japan.  In Thailand, like the way in 

which soft masculinity gave birth to a new tom-gay category, gachi-muchi provides a space for 

Thai queer men who fail to fit in the mainstream standard of male beauty.  T16 informed me of 

his experiences that “I am discriminated against by the mainstream gay communities that 

privileges well-built, lean, and slender gay men”.  However, since the trend of gachi-muchi has 
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spread from Japan to Thailand, larger-sized Thai gay men are able to form mee (หมี - bear) 

communities where they are accepted and can celebrate body positivity.  According to T16, “I 

found myself being welcomed more in mee communities where his large body size did not cause 

alienation”.  Although these foreign influences from Asian countries do not significantly promote 

political movements, they have increased the visibility of some people in queer communities that 

were not really represented in previous eras. 

 From my observation, instead of having close connection with western ‘bear’ 

communities such as those of the United States, Thai mee communities admire larger-sized queer 

men who look East Asian, such as Japanese, Korean, or Taiwanese, or what Kang (2017, p.8) 

describes as ‘white-Asian’, referring to Asian people whose skin colour is fairer (‘white’) and fit 

well with Thai ideal beauty.  Dacanay (2011, p. 111) and Kang (2017, pp. 13-15, p. 19) also 

observe the decrease of Thai queer men’s interest in having farang (ฝรั่ง - ‘westerner’) as their 

partners, because they want to avoid being perceived as ‘money boys’ of western men.  

Conversely, white-Asian men have recently gained more popularity and Thai queer men are 

more attracted to them, and relationships with white-Asian do not hold the same stigma as that 

with farang men.  This information represents an example of another non-western influence that 

Thai queer communities accept, which can challenge an assumption that western countries 

monopolise queer-related cultures in Thailand.  Since I mainly focus on the analysis of cultural 

interaction between western and local influences in this dissertation, I would suggest that the 

influence of gachi-muchi on a new trend of body positivity in Thai queer men’s communities can 

be understood as a recent transformation that deserves more academic attention in the future.       

2.2 Rights Activism in the ‘Queer Paradise’ 

 In chapter four, I discussed the traditional three sex system and how it supports the high 

visibility of queer people in Thailand.  The third sex concept enables Thai society to recognise 

the existence of queer people.  It also makes Thai people familiar with kathoey and their ‘natural’ 

attributes as entertainers.  Despite its positive image as a queer-friendly country, Thailand lacks 
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legal support for queer people.  However, it still maintains its appearance as a ‘queer paradise’ 

even among Thai queer people.  This explains the contradictory unwillingness of Thai queer 

people to take action to make changes.  As a Thai, I am familiar with this contradiction, and 

recognise weak commitment to queer rights activism of some queer people.  Eagerness to create 

social equality for queer people is perceived as the quality of people who are hua-nok (หัวนอก - 

‘foreign head’) or those who study in western countries, have assimilated to western cultures, 

and abandoned their Thai traditions.  Although I argue that the bond between rights-promoting 

ideology and westernness is constructed, it is inevitable to discuss the way in which Thai people 

perceive queer rights movements as unfamiliar and ‘western’, hinting that traditional humility is 

believed to be a value that Thai people should conserve.  Therefore, I decided to explore this 

stereotype to study Thai queer politics regarding the social visibility and political commitment of 

Thai queer communities.    

 In the interviews, some participants were vocal about the lack of political commitment to 

queer rights issues.  This suggests that some Thai queer people do not conform to traditional 

values that force them to humbly accept their inferiority.  Based on these participants’ responses, 

weak commitment to rights activism was described as ‘traditional’ or ‘Thai’ in comparison to the 

drive to defend individual rights that is inspired by ‘western’ ideology.  As a queer rights support 

who actively participates in both domestic and international activism, T02 described that “Thai 

people in general are brought up to understand that Thai society is fine, especially when it comes 

to queer-related issues.”  Also, “some queer people believe that Thai society accepts them, so 

they take their knowledge about queer rights for granted.”  She described this lack of 

assertiveness as part of Thai tradition which hindered the progress of queer rights activism in 

Thailand.  When focusing on the organisational level, T15, a scholar and progressive activist, felt 

disappointed that presently the majority of queer-support organisations focus mainly on health-

related issues, rather than knowledge about non-heterosexuality or projects that could empower 

queer people.  According to T15, “individual rights promoting campaigns are still insufficient.  

Many promising projects, such as the empowerment of queer people, are only partially supported 
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before being discontinued because Thai people do not take individual rights issues seriously 

enough.”   

 T18, a political activist and a scholar who experienced discrimination from her 

workplace, criticised Thailand in terms of political and legal aspects.  In her opinion, the Thai 

government, which she described as “old-fashioned” did not see human rights as necessary for 

the development of the country.  She claimed that “the majority of Thai people lack awareness 

that their own rights are important, and rarely understand how it is also necessary to respect the 

rights of others.  This is because Thai people are generally taught to be loyal and obedient to the 

leader.”  According to T18’s responses, “Thai people are not aware when their rights are abused 

and they do not know when they abuse others’.  The lack of awareness made it difficult to 

encourage Thai people to support individual rights in general, not only in the field of queer 

rights.” 

 In the discussion with other Thai participants, all of them recognised unfairness and 

discrimination against queer people in Thai society.  However, their perceptions of the 

seriousness of these problems and possible strategies to make changes were diverse.  Whilst 

some had a drive to defend their rights, others did not share the same urge.  This does not mean 

that the latter group did not want to see a progress of queer rights activism, but they preferred 

‘less aggressive’ approaches.  Below I will show this characteristic of Thai queer people, both 

activists and non-activists, within the theme of queer glocalisation in Thailand.  To further the 

discussion about political commitment of Thai queer communities in the ‘queer paradise’, I will 

start from the comparison between political and non-political events, as public events represent 

activities where queer people gather to make their political arguments seen and heard in the 

dominant society. 
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Queer-related Events: Festive and Political 

 Based on my interviews with Thai participants and along with my observations, 

Thailand’s reputation as ‘queer paradise’ seems to be based on the cultural visibility of queer 

communities and freedom to participate in queer-related festivals, but not on the progress of 

knowledge related to queerness and queer rights activism.  To support this argument, I compare 

three examples of queer-related events: gay parties during the Songkran Festival, Pride Parades, 

and political and academic events.   

 The Songkran Festival (เทศกาลสงกรานต์), is a Thai New Year’s Eve celebration held in 

the middle of April, that attracts thousands of foreigners who want to participate in water 

throwing (Tan, 2017).  It used to be a family-oriented celebration, but lately has grown in 

popularity amongst tourists as a mid-Summer celebration.  It also recently became popular 

among queer people.  G-Circuit, a gay-related event planner has successfully turned Songkran 

into an international event for gay men.  According to their webpage, since 2007 the Songkran 

Festival “has grown to become Asia’s Biggest Gay Dance Festival”.  The popularity and 

international recognition of this event can be seen in G-Circuit’s  “Best Gay Destination” in the 

Attitude Anniversary 2013 Award, along with the international popularity of this festival, which 

features water throwing, a dance party, as well as a gay pool party (G-Circuit, 2010).  G-Circuit 

has ticketing outlets in many countries across Asia, including Hong Kong, Japan, Malaysia, 

Singapore, and Taiwan.  Within Thailand, T18 described that “while many western countries had 

Pride Parades, Songkran appears to be more recognised amongst Thai queer men and kathoey.” 

In my discussion with T18, she also pointed out that “queer people who do not encounter 

discrimination from society tend to focus on entertainment and festivals”, and the Songkran 

Festival was an example that came up our discussion.  As Chanon Yodhong (2018b) describes, 

Songkran rather provides spaces where gay men and kathoey enjoy the exhibition of male body 

and take a chance to meet attractive men from inside and outside Thailand.  This festival does 

not really promote the awareness of queer people, because it does not have political significance 

or intentionally celebrate queerness.   
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 The last time Bangkok held a Pride Parade was in 2006.  This was scheduled to resume 

after a decade’s hiatus (Salandra, 2017; Tan, 2017; Triyasakda, 2017).  T19 is one of Thai 

activists who has been promoting gay men-related events.  He has attempted to seek support 

from different organisations to hold Bangkok Pride Parades, but failed to do so.  T19 commented 

that “Thai people perceive Pride Parades as an inappropriate event which can destroy the positive 

image of Bangkok, because they believe that sexuality is a private issue that should not be 

shown.  Thus, it is difficult to gain support from the public sector to promote such parades.”  

T19’s comments parallel with Kang’s (2018, p. 56) argument that Thai attitudes towards 

queerness as “an embarrassment of the nation in foreign gaze” ensure that Thailand strictly 

regulate the representation of queer people on the mainstream media and in public.   

 Additionally, external factors such as long-lasting political instability, clashes between 

activist and other unexpected events such as the mourning and royal cremation ceremony of 

King Rama IX, also led to the endless postponing of this event (Kang, 2011, p. 183; Salandra, 

2017; Tan, 2017; Triyasakda, 2017).  There have been a few annual marches that have raised 

awareness about queer-related topics, for instance, in 2009 there were human rights marches and 

a World AIDS Day festival to raise awareness about safe-sex and the human rights of sexual 

minorities (Kang, 2011, p. 183).  However, since these political events are not held regularly, 

Thai queer people do not have many opportunities to gather for political causes.   

 The opposition to Bangkok Pride Parades seems to be contradictory.  Thailand tolerates 

queer people when they provide laughter and entertainment, but it wants to suppress the visibility 

of queer people because their sexuality is perceived as a negative representation of the national 

image.  In regard to the Songkran Festival, it is difficult to describe this festival as ‘purely 

traditional’, because original purposes and practices are abandoned to make the festival more 

appealing to foreigners (Panwichai & Bunnag, 2014).  Also, ‘sexually provocative’ clothes are 

omnipresent in Songkran, as some women wear sleeveless vest tops and really short pants, or 

some men do not wear shirts at all.  However, the majority opposed Pride Parades by describing 

these parades as inappropriate because they are too ‘sexually provocative’ or ‘sexuality-related’.  
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I argue that it is significant that the Songkran Festival is not officially held as a queer-oriented 

event, while Pride Parades are.  Thus, queerness is banned from ‘officially’ being celebrated in 

the form of parades, but the visibility of queer people in Songkran can be tolerated as the festival 

is not labelled as ‘queer-oriented’.  

  

 Outside the capital, Gay Pride Parades have been held in other provinces such as Chiang 

Mai, a major city in the North.  Superficially Chiang Mai appears to be a multicultural 

destination where local people openly accept foreign cultures, and let foreign cultures blend with 

the original background of this province.  The Lanna (ล้านนา) people, an ethnic group in the 

North, like the majority of the Thai population, have a Buddhist background which is associated 

with tolerance towards queer sexuality.  However, Gay Pride Parades were not well supported in 

this province.  T21, whose father is Lanna informed me that “his people highly value patriarchal 

and heteronormative traditions, with some of them strongly opposing queer communities.  When 

local people take pride in their unique cultures, queerness is seen as threatening Lanna 

civilisation.”  In addition to cultural reasons, in 2009 a local political group, United Front for 

Democracy Against Dictatorship (UDD), protested against the second parade, which became the 

last Gay Pride in Chiang Mai (Messenger, 2009; Kang, 2011, p. 183; Gay Chiangmai, 2013; 

2017; Triyasakda, 2017).  UDD used ‘kathoey-ness’, which represents the lack of masculinity, to 

attack its political rival, the Prime Minister Abhisit Vejjajiva (Kang, 2011, pp. 181-182).  This 

political tactic forced UDD to aggressively reject queer-related events and the existence of queer 

people in its local communities. 

 Unlike other major cities in Thailand, Phuket has held a Gay Pride Festival since 1999 

until now (Kang, 2011, p. 183; Triyasakda, 2017).  Phuket, a cosmopolitan community on an 

exotic island, has a reputation for its colourful nightlife, large foreign community and tourism 

(Tzanelli, 2006, p. 130, p. 135).  Also, it has a reputation for sex tourism, attracting male 

foreigners from different countries, especially from the West (Hobbs et al., 2011, pp. 94-96).  

Along with other major cities in Thailand, Phuket is another place of residence for retired 

westerners.  Some of them are in relationships with either Thai women or Thai queer partners 
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who work in the nightlife industry (Howard, 2008, pp. 149-150, pp. 152-153; Hobbs et al., 2011, 

pp. 97-98).  Since Phuket has a large farang community, Phuket Pride has been promoted by 

both local people and farang who live in the province.  As mentioned on the official website of 

Phuket Pride, the festival aims to promote safe-sex and build a strong community of queer 

people in Phuket that consists of both Thai and farang (Phuket Loves You Club, 2017).  

However, the majority of participants are mostly staff and owners of gay night clubs and foreign 

tourists (Triyasakda, 2017).  

 At the time of writing this thesis, the resumption of the Bangkok Pride Parade is still 

pending.  However, around mid-February 2018 Thai queer activists held the Pattaya Pride 

Rainbow Festival to raise awareness of queer communities in Thailand.  According to its official 

webpage, this event took the opportunity to promote same-sex marriage on Valentine’s Day and 

held seminars on other sexuality-related issues for younger people.  It also invited Thai queer 

icons, queer artists, and actors who have performed in queer films to represent their communities 

(Pattaya Pride Rainbow Festival, 2017).  Like Phuket, Pattaya is also known for its multicultural 

environment, colourful nightlife, large communities of foreigners, as well as being the centre of 

kathoey cabaret performance.  Thus, Pattaya appears to provide a suitable environment to hold 

queer-related events without being strictly regulated by the government.  As discussed by P. 

Jackson (2004, pp. 196-197; 2011, pp. 23-25), the Thai economy strongly relies on tourism, and 

queer communities also play an important role as a tourist attraction in some provinces.  This 

seems to result in queer-related events in Phuket or Pattaya facing less opposition when 

compared to other provinces where queer communities are not promoted as part of the tourism 

sector.    

 Other queer academic and activist events are even less recognised.  I introduced Anjaree 

as an important example of politically active groups in Thailand, but its activities are not well 

known in public and are still limited to activists and academics of queer studies in Thailand.  For 

example, on 11 March 2015, Anjaree and the Women’s Health Advocacy Foundation (WHAF or 

มูลนิธิสร้างความเข้าใจเรื่องสุขภาพผู้หญิง, สคส.) held a seminar about the legal rights of same-
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sex couples (Thai Publica, 2015).  The seminar was intended to increase awareness of same-sex 

relationships and reduce prejudice against homosexual people.  Another example can be seen in 

the seminar of Group A that I attended, which mainly had participants from academic, activist 

and government sectors participating.  While rights-related issues are considered important to the 

well-being of queer people in Thailand, it is difficult to access information about them in the 

mainstream media.  As the nature of these events is different, it is understandable that academic 

seminars are not as crowded and lively as Pride events or celebrations are.  However, the limited 

recognition of political and academic events suggests few opportunities for Thai queer people to 

access knowledge and discuss political issues.  

Image 7  Pride Parade VS Songkran (Gthai movie, 2015) 

This comic strip depicts the comparison of 

exaggerated numbers of participants at two events.  

Above is ‘Gay Parade’ (งานพาเหรดเกย์) that is 

intended to raise awareness of gay people in 

Thailand, which has few participants and on-

lookers.  Conversely, in ‘the Songkran 

Festival’ (งานสงกรานต์), the street is crowded with 

half-naked men and cross-dressers.    

  

  

  

  

 I argue that the freedom to hold and to participate in different forms of queer-related 

public events is related to traditional perceptions towards queer identity.  As discussed in chapter 

four the ‘natural’ attributes of kathoey are as entertainers and their freedom to express themselves 

in the entertainment industry.  Thai society does not strictly regulate queer-related events that are 
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related to celebration, festival, or entertainment, especially when these events can benefit Thai 

tourism, as in Phuket and Pattaya where queer communities support the nightlife industry.  

Conversely, when it comes to the representation of national or local images, queer people are 

excluded and disapproved of.  This can be seen in the examples of the Bangkok and Chiang Mai 

Pride Parades.  The majority uses national or local image as an excuse not to provide freedom to 

queer people, whilst in reality Thailand is able to change its original traditions to attract more 

foreign tourists as in the case of Songkran or Chiang Mai’s multiculturalism.  Public events that 

are related to legal change and knowledge about queerness are little recognised outside rights 

activist and academic organisations.  Information about these topics is rarely presented by the 

Thai mainstream media.   

 This evidence suggests that the ‘queer paradise’ stereotype strictly refers to Thailand as 

the country that has visible queer-related celebrations and festivals, but does not ensure the 

wellbeing and equal treatment of its queer people.  Thai queer people live in an environment 

where their freedom to express themselves is limited, especially when they intend to make 

political and social changes.  They have to wait for the approval of the majority in order to be 

seen and heard in public.  This condition seems to encourage queer people to limit their existence 

to festivals because they already have freedom to be themselves.  Conversely, they are able to 

express their political concerns in exclusive spaces which only activists and scholars can access.  

An attempt to challenge this suppression is described by the majority as ‘aggressiveness’ and 

‘inappropriate’ to Thai traditions.  This evidence can be seen in the discussion that I will show in 

the next section.   

           

Self-Improvement as the Escape from Social Restriction 

 In regard to political commitment, participants in my interviews believed that Thai queer 

people do not face much social pressure so they do not have to hide their identity.  In general, 

homosexual and bisexual people who are cisgender, rarely experience prejudice and 

discrimination as they can conform to traditional gender roles.  As cisgender individuals, T06, 
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T08, T14, and T15 described how they did not face serious discrimination, as they could be pass 

as ‘heterosexual’ if they do not reveal their sexual identity.  T08, a non-activist respondent 

working in a health section of Group A, frankly expressed that “the current social conditions in 

Thailand for homosexual people are not bad.  Some gay men find same-sex marriage an 

additional benefit, but even though the state fails to legalise it, I do not think that it will affect our 

lives that much.”  Despite the absence of the legalisation of same-sex marriage, I have seen from 

mainstream press releases that some homosexual couples are able to hold a wedding ceremony if 

their families approve.  This seems to make some queer people feel they are not really different 

from heterosexual couples even though their marriage has no legal standing.  

 Based on the responses of some Thai participants, such as T08, they did not find rights-

related issues urgent.  Related to the above discussion, T08 even showed his appreciation of the 

high tolerance of queerness in Thai society.  He commented that “when compared to other 

countries Thailand does not have hate crimes and physical violence against queer people, and 

this made Thailand different from other countries, like the United States”.  Interestingly, T08 

does not come out and prefers not reveal his identity to this family.  He informed me that “I do 

not come out to my parents, because I do not want to disgrace them.  They are working as 

governmental officers and have good public images.”  This seems to suggest that T08 did not 

perceive that he needed to come out to defend his rights, and living without revealing his identity 

to his parents would not affect him.  T14 who is a non-activist homosexual woman working in 

the same health sector as T18, pointed out that “Thailand does have more tolerance especially 

when judging from visibility of queer people in the society.  We can see queer couples holding 

each other’s hand in public.”  She also perceives this characteristic as “a nationally unique” 

aspect of Thailand.  Although high social visibility appears to be a positive aspect, it reduces the 

drive of some queer people to defend their rights when they understand tolerance as acceptance.  

As Sanders (2011, p. 230) describes, the major problems of Thai homosexual people are family 

acceptance and interpersonal relations, because they are not threatened by the government or 

other social institutions.  This possibly makes them focus less on social problems.  However, 

homosexual and bisexual participants agree that for transgender people, rights and freedom 
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issues are more serious, and they are prone to discrimination in many instances.  According to 

the UNDP and USAID report (2014, p. 33), transgender people generally experience 

discrimination on a daily basis, such as limited professional opportunities.  While transgender 

female participants recognised that Thai society was not that violent towards them, they could 

not deny experiencing prejudice and discrimination.  For example, T10, a type II female 

volunteer from Group A, complained about how the mainstream media usually presents kathoey 

negatively.  She said that “the mainstream media plays an important role in making people 

misunderstand us, and underestimate our ability.”  Below are some examples of exclusion in 

professional and legal aspects.        

 In 2012, I undertook a research project about transsexual women who experienced 

discrimination and prejudice because of the negative stereotypes of kathoey.  They decided to 

form a new political group to attain legal recognition as female in order to receive the same 

rights and freedom as cisgender women (Supawantanakul, 2012, pp. 19-20).  Findings from the 

interviews for my doctoral thesis suggest that some problems are still left unresolved.  T13, who 

has just graduated in the field of science, was rejected for employment because of her 

transgender identity.  At the time I interviewed her, she was working in a queer-support 

organisation in the health sector.  The problem of limited career opportunities is similar to that of 

my 2012 research where a transgender woman was not accepted to teach psychology.  The 

university committee saw her transgenderism as ‘a mental disorder’ which was not suitable for 

the position of lecturer in psychology (Supawantanakul, 2012, p. 19).  Additionally, the body of 

transgender women is not recognised by law as a female body (Winter, 2011, p. 260).  That 

means the punishment for raping transgender women is still less than for raping women or men.  

According to the Thailand Penal Code Section 276, rape is sexual intercourse involving the 

genitalia, anus and mouth of the victim (Office of the Council of State, 1956, p. 71).  My 

participants described transgender women’s genitalia as not being fully protected by Thai law, 

because they can be interpreted as ‘a wound from (gender reassignment) surgery’ (แผลผ่าตัด).  

This issue was once mentioned by participants in my 2012 research (Supawantanakul, 2012, pp. 

16-17), and T04 informed me that this lack of legal protection still persisted.    
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 Despite the lack of legal protection of transgender people in various aspects, responses 

from some transgender participants, namely T09, T10, T11, T12 and T13, did not show 

assertiveness in defending individual rights.  As members and volunteers of a queer support 

organisation, they were concerned about rights-related problems and expected to see positive 

transformation in Thai society when it comes to transgender rights.  They criticised the 

conservativeness of the majority and pointed out unfairness that they had experienced.  However, 

I noticed that, instead of suggesting confrontational approaches to challenge the majority, these 

five respondents preferred a ‘less aggressive’ way to negotiate for more rights and freedom.  

 T09, T10, T11, T12 and T13 mentioned how kathoey have been stigmatised in 

mainstream media by negative stereotypes.  According to them, the stigma they bore encouraged 

them to prove to their family and society that they were not inferior to men and women and were 

as capable as others by using their professional achievement and the ability to take care of their 

family.  On one hand, they were unsatisfied with unequal treatment by the dominant society and 

described some people in Thai society as ‘narrow-minded’ or ‘old fashioned’.  However, they 

suggested ‘proving themselves’ (การพิสูจน์ตนเอง) as a way to change the perception of the 

majority.  For example, T10 who identifies herself as a type II woman being part of kathoey 

community, described that “it is important for kathoey to prove to the majority that they are 

capable as others.  The majority usually looks down on kathoey and underestimate their ability 

by believing that they are only good at entertaining people.”  T12, who is also a type II woman, 

explains that “being able to take care of her family made my parents proud of me, and proved to 

other people that kathoey are not inferior to other genders.”  In their responses, however, I 

recognise the influence of traditional discourses that have led Thai queer people to understand 

themselves as inferior to the majority so they need to prove themselves to others.  Similar 

findings can be found in Kang’s (2018, p. 54) observation of how Thai queer youths use the 

quality of being ‘good students’ to defend themselves when they do not receive support from 

parents.  For instance, unlike stereotypical ‘actual’ men who are prone to violence and drug, 

queer young men claim that their involvement in entertainment, such as dancing or acting, does 

not make them troublemakers.  As a Thai, I also usually heard one phrase that Thai parents say 
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when they refer to their queer children: ‘as long as he/she is a good person, I do not mind what 

sex he/she is’.  This seems to reflect the condition that queer people will be accepted if they 

behave well in Thai society.  

 Besides transgender respondents, as a gay man, T17 also shared the same sentiment.  He 

informed me that he wanted to “serve the gay identity” (รับใช้คำว่า ‘เกย์’) by proving that gay 

men were different from common negative stereotypes.  He informed me that “I tried my best to 

prove to my family that despite my sexuality I could take care of myself and my parents and 

make them proud of me.  This eventually made them accept my gay identity.”  For some queer 

people in Thailand, stigmatisation becomes the fuel for personal empowerment to achieve goals.  

Instead of forcing others to accept themselves, they use personal achievement to negotiate with 

the majority and choose to conform to some social roles, such as taking care of their parents, to 

claim that they are not inferior to others.  However, not all can use this pressure to improve 

themselves.  Some seem to give up and accept their inferiority or be silent about defending their 

rights, which represents some limitations of this non-confrontational approach.  T04 expressed 

her disappointment at common stereotypes of kathoey as either clowns or beauty queens, and the 

fact that some transgender women willingly accepted these roles.  She used an example of the 

kathoey community in her hometown — Isan, in the North East of Thailand.  She informed me 

that “the majority of kathoey there focus on either beauty pageantry or performance on stage.  

One of my kathoey friends recommended that I undergo plastic surgery and become a pageant 

queen, because it was the only way for kathoey to be accepted.  Some people also asked me why 

I am not funny because kathoey are supposed to be natural entertainers.  It was difficult for me to 

find a place in the mainstream kathoey community because I am not interested in entertainment 

or pageantry.”  T04 also continued that “some of my kathoey friends also find rights activism 

unnecessary and do not see the benefits of joining any queer rights movements.  Being able to 

perform on stage, working in the entertainment industry and earning money to take care of their 

families is sufficient and as such, they do not seek to bring about any changes in the law.” 
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 According to some participants, queer celebrities have rarely supported the political 

movements of queer people.  For instance, T11 claimed that “celebrities are rarely vocal about 

the rights, freedom and equality of queer people.  With their higher social status, reputation and 

fame, they can avoid discrimination, so it was unnecessary for them to join political movements 

to improve their quality of life.  Also, overtly showing their support for movements that resist 

Thai tradition could possibly ruin their professional lives because they would be perceived as 

‘bad examples’ or ‘aggressive’.”  T11’s response suggests that it was more reasonable for queer 

celebrities to remain quiet about rights issues.  While Thailand has included queer people in 

films, television series, music videos and shows on television, messages about their rights and 

equality are rarely mentioned.  This can be seen in the case of Seri Wongmontha, a well-known 

professor, talk show host, actor, and media expert who is also queer.  Wongmontha once gave an 

interview to Male magazine on January 1994 that “I came out as gay but I am not a forefront of 

any queer rights movements.  It is not my business…The right way to fight is to do our own 

duties our best to prove that we are valuable social members” (cited in Yodhong, 2018a).  

Wongmontha’s attitude towards queer rights activism can effectively reflect the influence of 

traditional humility on Thai queer people.   

 According to responses from my participants, queer people of diverse identity groups and 

different socio-economic status prefer not to confront the majority in order to protect their rights 

even they are limited.  This lack of assertiveness reflects the influences of the Thai patronage 

system on queer people.  As they are regarded as inferior to the majority, Thai queer people are 

expected to please those in superior positions in order to receive a reward of freedom to express 

themselves in festivals and the entertainment business.  If they choose to challenge the majority, 

conversely, they will risk losing this freedom.  Thus, having little is seen as still better than 

losing all.  Thai participants who suggested a non-confrontational strategy did not describe their 

decision as a way to conserve Thai traditional roots.  In their responses, they expected people in 

Thai society to be more ‘modern’ by accepting gender and sexual diversity, like how those in 

developed countries.  Also, they seemed to identify themselves as part of ‘modernised’ society 

since they represented queer communities.  However, the way they deal with discrimination 
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appeared to fit the Thai context where people avoid confrontation and people of inferior position 

are not expected to challenge those of superior social status. 

2.3 Disagreement within Kathoey Communities 

      

 Out of different queer groups in Thailand, I chose to focus on the politics of kathoey 

communities, as they have the highest visibility.  As their communities are complex and diverse, 

I especially focus on their political issues, and dedicate this section to a discussion of their 

communities.  As I discussed in chapter four, kathoey communities consist of different groups of 

transgender women with various identity labels and political standpoints.  The majority of my 

Thai participants are kathoey from whom I gained information about their community, culture 

and conflicts.  Transgender politics in Thailand caught my attention because of its diverse 

political standpoints and how the mainstream kathoey community responded to unfamiliar 

knowledge about queerness.  My previous research project concerned conflict between the 

political movement of transsexual women and the mainstream kathoey community around 2010 

(Supawantanakul, 2012, pp. 18-19).  Again in 2015, conflict between another group of 

transgender women and the mainstream kathoey community occurred.  Both depicted a clash 

between traditional discourses of the third sex and imported knowledge of transgenderism.  

 Information from transgender female participants suggested that they can easily form or 

access their community without relying much on the Internet.  Both transgender female 

participants who identify themselves as kathoey and type II women mentioned that they had been 

able to meet other transgender women in schools or in their neighbourhoods since they were 

young.  Thus, they have been able to obtain information from fellow kathoey about their 

community, culture, plastic surgery, hormone therapy and gender transition.  In their community, 

it is the senior kathoey (กะเทยรุ่นพี่) who guide younger generations, or fellow kathoey (เพื่อน

กะเทย) who take care of each other.  This custom represents their bonds and support system, and 

also reflects the fact that the kathoey community is hierarchical and bows to peer pressure.  The 

feeling of being pressed, forced, excluded or alienated is not expressed by the majority of 
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transgender female participants, but is shown in the responses of those who cannot fit into the 

mainstream kathoey community. 

 As the minority within kathoey communities, kathoey-lesbians respondents found 

mainstream customs of kathoey uncomfortable.  T01 informed me that “the kathoey community 

is family-like because its members support and take care of each other.  When they perceived 

each other as “sisters” (พี่น้อง), conflict could be avoided.  However, this tradition made it 

difficult to introduce changes to the community.  This might be a reason why the mainstream 

kathoey community rejects new interpretations of transgenderism.”  T01 also described that, in 

terms of visibility, “the image of ‘the third sex paradise’ (สวรรค์ของเพศที่สาม) is true because 

the majority of kathoey were recognised.  However, for the minority in this community, she 

believed that it was not the paradise of ‘3.1, 3.2, 3.3…’.”  Her expression referred to how 

transgender women who were different from the majority of kathoey were ignored by both their 

own community and Thai society.  According to T01, T02 and T05, the Thai kathoey community 

was too monolithic, and closed to accepting the complexity of its own members.  The rigidity 

and conservatism of the mainstream kathoey community therefore seems to be another factor 

why the minority of kathoey have to form separate groups.  Like the way in which other 

participants described the majority in the dominant society, kathoey-lesbians and other minority 

groups in kathoey communities also perceived the mainstream kathoey community as ‘too 

conservative’ and failed to accept new information related to queerness.   This information 

challenges the binary of ‘modern queerness’ and ‘traditional heteronormativity’, as queer people 

can be categorised as ‘traditional’ and ‘conservative’ as well.  

Disagreement between Kathoey and Transsexual Women 

 In the new millennium, transsexual women and transsexual men (ชายข้ามเพศ - chai-

kham-phet) have become identity labels created to facilitate political activism for gender change 

law.  Similar to their female counterpart, transsexual men attempt to distinguish themselves from 

tom identity to pursue legal recognition of their male gender.  However, the conflicts or clashes 
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between tom and transsexual men are not prominent, or at least do not attract attention from the 

mainstream media.  Thus, in this thesis, I only focus on disagreements between kathoey and 

transsexual women.   

 According to my discussion with T22, the only transsexual woman in this research, 

“transsexual women separated from the kathoey community because of the gender ambiguity that 

is attached to the kathoey label, making it difficult for us to attain legal recognition as female.  

Also, the lack of knowledge about gender and sexuality resulted in Thai people generalising all 

queer people who are physically born male as ‘kathoey’.”  For transsexual women, after they 

undergo gender reassignment surgery, they intend to live their lives like other Thai women and 

not just cross-dress from time to time.  When their gender is not legally approved, their freedom 

and rights are restricted.  Their applications for jobs and scholarships are rejected; their 

marriages are not legalised and they have difficulties when using official documents that still 

present their gender as male (Supawantanakul, 2012, p. 27, pp. 29-30).  According to the report 

of the International Labour Office (Suriyasarn, 2015, p. 22), the result of a survey by the 

National Institute of Development Agency shows that the majority of respondents (44%) oppose 

the right to the legal change of title for transgender people.  It is believed to disturb Thai people’s 

belief about how gender identity is tied to biological sex (UNDP & USAID, 2014, p. 25).  In the 

case of kathoey, they are culturally understood as the third sex and legally recognised as ‘male’.  

Along with the majority, the mainstream kathoey community also oppose the new interpretation 

of transgenderism made by transsexual women’s movements.  As some kathoey and type II 

women do not mind using the male honorific title, it seems to be more practical for transsexual 

women to separate themselves from others, requesting the right to change their gender.          
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 According to T13, as a type II woman  who is working in a health sector of Group A, “it 16

is my responsibility to prove that transgender women are able to accept traditional gender roles 

in the same way that ‘actual’ men and women do.  I believe that some rights were created to 

support cisgender women, such as motherhood or pregnancy.  Transgender women did not 

possess the natural ability to give birth, and being recognised as female it would be unfair to 

those who were physically born female.”  From her point of view, when transgender women are 

legally recognised as female but cannot perform conventional female roles, it is a privilege, not 

equality.  T13 did not support the recognition of transsexual women as female, and she still 

recognises all transgender women, including herself, as legally male and culturally the third sex, 

reflecting her pride as a member of the third sex category.  Her opinion represents transgender 

women who prefer traditional discourses of transgenderism to newer ones.  

 Like T13, other kathoey and type II women found the new interpretation of 

transgenderism of transsexual women’s movements unfamiliar.  From an open debate between 

type II women and transsexual women hosted by Vuthithorn Milintachinda of The Woody Show, 

some type II women also desired to have the same female honorific title as transsexual women 

did.  However, kathoey and type II women did not accept the pathologisation of Gender Identity 

Disorder (GID) and transsexual women’s self-identification as “completely female” (เป็นผู้หญิง

โดยสมบูรณ์).  Kathoey and type II women insisted that transsexual women should accept the fact 

that all transgender women were originally born male.  From their point of view, regardless of 

identity labels, transgender women are “men with a female soul”,  not women who were born in 

the wrong body (Milintachinda, 2010).  One of type II women in the debate described 

transsexual women as ‘baby-like’, because their request of legal recognition as female was seen 

as a selfish demand that forced other people to ‘pamper’ (ตามใจ) them (Milintachinda, 2010).  

This argument suggested that challenging the power is not well accepted even among queer 

 From the interview with transgender female participants, the line between kathoey and type II women was not 16

clear.  Some transgender female participant only preferred the type II women label, because it sounded more polite 
and less discriminative.  However, it was acceptable to use the kathoey label among their peer groups.  
Consequently, type II women in this interview do not distinguish themselves from the mainstream kathoey 
community.  This is different from transsexual women that have formed a separate community for transgender 
women who identify themselves as female.      
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people in Thailand.  According to traditional beliefs, as I have shown earlier, queer people should 

accept freedoms that the majority provided to them and should show their appreciation towards 

this generosity.  In this conflict, the mainstream kathoey community showed their loyalty by 

siding with the majority to oppose the political movement of transsexual women.  

 T21, an activist who witnessed and observed this conflict, also gave further details.  She 

described that “pursuing legal recognition as female seems to be limited to those transgender 

women who identify themselves as female.  This overlooks the fact that some transgender 

women do not identify as either male or female.  Conforming to heteronormative roles was 

understood as the only way for all transgender women to survive.  Failing to conform effectively 

meant the choice to not be included in Thai society.”  In T21’s opinion, transsexual women’s 

differentiation from others seems to alienate the mainstream kathoey community.  This made 

some kathoey and type II women refrain from supporting or opposing the political movement of 

transsexual women.  As analysed by Duangwises (2014), some kathoey see transsexual women 

as an exclusive label, while the terms kathoey and type II women are interchangeable in some 

cases.  Also T11 explained that “some transgender women reject the label transsexual women, 

because only those who looked female and perfectly conformed to female gender roles could use 

it.”  Like other kathoey and type II women, T11 does not use ‘transsexual women’ as her identity 

label, despite resembling a cisgender woman.  

  T21 informed me that “the conflict between these two groups of transgender female 

activists was solved once they had a chance to discuss and exchange their ideas.  They came up 

with the formal label transgender people (คนข้ามเพศ - khon kham phet) as an umbrella term to 

include all transgender people regardless of their gender identity which could be male, female, 

both or neither.”  T22 explained that “the rights-related campaigns of all transgender people still 

went in the same direction, and transsexual women are always willing to support all queer 

groups.  We recognised the diversity of sexual and gender groups in Thailand, but we are aware 

that some Thai people could not distinguish transsexual women from kathoey or gay men.  Thus, 
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it is still important for us to maintain a clear distinction between ourselves and other groups, to 

pursue legal recognition of their female gender.”        

Disagreement between Kathoey and Kathoey-Lesbians 

 Since the new millennium, non-binary queer identity and sexuality that breaks the 

traditional gender binary have become more common.  In this research, some participants 

identify themselves with labels that challenge the influences of the gender binary on homosexual 

relationship.  For instance, T06 and T14 identify themselves as women who love women (WLW - 

หญิงรักหญิง or ying-rak-ying).  They explained that WLW is a more inclusive term because it 

does not restrict their homosexual attraction.  Both are attracted to women regardless of their 

gender expression.  When compared to tom and toot (‘butch’ and ‘sissy’), WLW and men who 

love men (MLM - ชายรักชาย or chai-rak-chai) are used as non-binary terms for homosexual 

women and men respectively, because these labels do not represent whether they are masculine 

or feminine.  However, they are limited to activists and academics in the field of queer studies in 

Thailand (Sinnott, 2011, p. 210; UNDP & USAID, 2014, pp. 61-62).  T14 also described her 

identity label as more inclusive when compared to traditional perceptions of female 

homosexuality.  She informed me that “I do not like when someone asks which one is male in 

my relationship.  Such question is really inappropriate and old-fashioned.”  Her responses 

suggest that seeing gender identity beyond binarism appears to be a ‘modern’ and ‘accurate’ 

understanding in regard to gender identity. 

 Regarding gender fluidity, the homosexual relationships of some Thai queer people have 

begun to defy the traditional gender binary.  As described by P. Jackson (1999, pp. 397-398), 

from the 1970s Thai gay men had used king (masculine and sexually active men) and queen 

(feminine and sexually passive men) labels to show their gender expression and sexual roles.  

Similarly, female homosexuality is also shaped by gender binary between masculine tom and 

feminine dee (Sinnott, 2011, p. 210).  Currently Thai gay men use non-binary terms — ruk/rap 

(รุก/รับ - active/receptive) instead (Jackson, 2011, p. 4, p. 285; Sinnott, 2012, p. 455).  Ruk and 
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rap resemble the slangs of ‘top’ and ‘bottom’ in English to emphasise sexual positions, more 

than previous labels of king (‘masculine top’) and queen (‘effeminate bottom’) which tie sexual 

position to gender expression.  The tom-gay (ทอมเกย์) and les  (เลส from ‘lesbian’) are identity 17

labels that challenge the traditional gender binary of female homosexuality (Sinnott, 2012, p. 

463).  Fluidity also extends to sexuality of transgender people.  In this research, the sexuality of 

five transgender participants went beyond the concept of gender binary.  T03 identifies himself 

as ‘transman gay’ (แทรนส์แมนเกย์) or a transgender man who is attracted to men.  T04 is a 

kathoey whose sexuality is fluid, because she is attracted to people of all genders — male, female 

or transgender.  T01, T02 and T05 are kathoey-lesbian — transgender women who are attracted 

to women, and in some cases to other transgender women.  I chose to focus on the case of 

kathoey-lesbian, because like transsexual women they also have conflicts with the mainstream 

kathoey community.  While T03 mentioned that he faced prejudice from other transsexual men 

due to his attraction to men, the community of transman gay and their conflict with transsexual 

men is not prominent.  

 A few years after the conflict between kathoey and transsexual women, the emergence of 

kathoey-lesbian around 2015 startled Thai society and the mainstream kathoey community.  

Following the suggestion of T02, I had occasion to watch two television programmes that 

interviewed T01 and T02.  In one programme, T01 explained that she decided to pursue her 

transition after she had married her wife and they had one daughter together.  Thus, it became 

clear that she had abandoned her male identity to become a woman.  Unlike the first case, T02, 

who appeared in another programme chose not to pursue further transition because she wanted to 

have children in the future.  Taking female hormones would affect her (male) reproductivity and 

her health in general.  She also made it clear that she was still uncertain about gender 

reassignment because it was a complicated process and she was comfortable within her own 

body at that time.  She described herself as a “tomboyish” kathoey.  T02 sent me a web page for 

a television programme, in which I saw some hateful comments directed at the coming-out of 

 In Thai context, les strictly refers to homosexuality between feminine women.  Traditionally, women who are 17

partners of tom are described as dee (Sinnott, 2012, p. 463).
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T02 by both cisgender people and kathoey.   They rejected her kathoey identity and claimed that 18

she was actually a cross-dressing man.  

 In coming-out, kathoey-lesbians did not mobilise as a large group as some transsexual 

women did.  Only T01 and T02 have appeared in the media.  Thus, the attack mainly focused on 

T02 who decided to raise awareness of her community.  Kathoey-lesbian participants perceived 

that traditional discourses of transgenderism in Thailand have limitations and could not represent 

every transgender woman.  T01, T02 and T05 told me that they had been inspired to live their 

lives outside the common stereotypes of kathoey by opening themselves to information about the 

transgender community in other countries where transgender lesbians are recognised.  For 

example, T02 used an example of an American series, Sense8, which gave visibility to a 

transgender lesbian.  The series is created by the Wachowskis, famous American directors who 

are both transgender women and married to female partners.  She discussed with me that “the 

United States already made a series to give visibility to transgender lesbians, whilst Thailand 

keeps reproducing same old stereotypes of kathoey.”  When T05 compared Thailand to other 

countries, she said “Thailand is not open to new understandings about gender and sexuality.  

Many countries are willing to move forwards, but Thailand still sees transgenderism from the 

same perception.”  However, while kathoey-lesbian participants rely on knowledge and 

inspiration from other countries, their strategies are not purely foreign.  T02 decided to use the 

term kathoey-lesbian which coined a Thai and English word together to describe the identity of 

her group.  According to her, “the kathoey part represents the combination of the third sex 

category which represents the combination of both masculinity and femininity, and the lesbian 

part represents the concept of western homosexuality arguing that gender identity and sexuality 

do not have to match”.  However, this new interpretation of kathoey identity is considered 

 I recognise that other factors possibly lead to different reactions towards the two kathoey-lesbian interviewees.  18

For example, the theme of the two shows is different.  One is more family-oriented and presents the homosexuality 
of transgender women in a more understanding and accepting tone.  The relationship of T01 with her wife was also 
romantically compared to a popular film, The Danish Girl (2015).  The other programme mostly attracts audience’s 
attention by scandal or notoriety.  The communication style of the two interviewees is also different.  T01 is calm 
and collected, and T02 appears to be, as she described herself, ‘geeky and quirky’.  T02 happened to be on the latter 
show that is known for presenting scandalous topics, which possibly painted her messages about homosexuality of 
transgender women as “weird” or “strange”.           
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unfamiliar as it challenges the common archetype of this identity.  The coming-out of kathoey-

lesbian consequently leads to resistance by the majority, and the mainstream kathoey community. 

 T11 and T12 suggested a possible reason why the mainstream kathoey community had 

strong reactions toward the coming-out of kathoey-lesbian.  They believed that if kathoey-

lesbians did not come out in public and discuss their identity, they could avoid being treated 

negatively by Thai society and the mainstream kathoey community.  They described kathoey-

lesbian identity as a distinction that could cause problems when it was different from people’s 

expectations.  Similarly, T21 informed me that “homosexuality of transgender people is still very 

uncommon for the majority, thus introducing it to the public needed great care.  If 

communication is too difficult to be understood, it will have a negative impact on the entire 

kathoey community.”  For instance, the issue of transgender women using female toilets is also 

brought up in the coming-out of kathoey-lesbians.  From Thai mainstream media, kathoey 

individuals are stereotyped as having a strong sexual appetite and molesting men.  After the 

coming-out of kathoey-lesbians, people are uncertain whether kathoey will also molest women, 

or whether some men will use this identity as an excuse to enter a female toilet.  The strong 

reaction from the public might be another possible reason why mainstream kathoey have to take 

action to prevent further damage to their own community.  From responses of T11, T12, and T21, 

I understand that it was more important for queer people to be sensitive to the reaction and 

approval of the majority.  Startling the majority with unfamiliar knowledge was described as an 

undesirable approach to support queer people’s wellbeing in Thai society.  Conversely, T02, who 

eagerly promoted individual rights, valued the rights to freely express herself to raise the 

awareness of her people.  Her attempt to celebrate her individuality was perceived negatively, 

because it challenged traditional values of humility and the conservation of social hierarchy. 

 From both conflicts between kathoey and the other two groups of transgender women, the 

mainstream kathoey community has played important roles in defining traditional understandings 

of queerness.  Traditional discourses describe kathoey identity as naturally or supernaturally 

predetermined, which makes it difficult to introduce alternative explanations of this identity to 
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heterosexual Thai people.  Also, as Thai society is based on the patronage system, kathoey are 

able to gain benefits from being obedient.  As the main section of Thai queer communities, 

kathoey assume the responsibility of controlling their members from challenging the dominant 

society.  I previously outlined the way in which kathoey are exploited to conserve traditions and 

to show cultural uniqueness.  In this situation, they take action to protect traditional concepts of 

queerness from changes, and defend Thai society from being challenged by their own people.  

Consequently, instead of supporting transsexual women and kathoey-lesbians, they reject new 

reinterpretations and oppose new self-definitions by minority members of the kathoey 

community to protect their relationship with the majority that are able to provide them with 

interests within Thai patronage system.  If the mainstream kathoey community is able to help the 

majority conserve traditions, kathoey will receive rewards in a form of limited freedom from 

being obedient and loyal to those of superior social status. 

      

3. Intersectionality in Thai Queer Communities                          

 In addition to queer politics in Thailand, I also gathered information about the 

intersection of multiple identities of Thai queer people from my participants.  The discussion of 

intersectionality during research fieldwork in Thailand turned out to be difficult, since this topic 

is still uncommon among Thai queer people at that time.  Thus, information about the 

intersections between queerness and other identities was still sparse.  Whilst Thai participants 

recognised conflicts or underrepresentation within queer communities, they did not find it urgent 

to resolve these problems.  Based on responses of some participants, it seemed to be ‘too trivial’ 

to focus on issues that could happen anywhere in Thai society, not only in queer communities, 

suggesting that queerness and other identities were treated separately.  However, some 

differences were especially highlighted as factors that could shape experiences of queer people, 

which I will discuss below. 
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Gender and Sexuality 

 From different identities, gender seemed to be one of obvious distinctions according to 

Thai participants.  Queer female participants, T06, T07 and T14 recognised stereotyping of 

female homosexuality and the under-representation of their own community.  T06 informed me 

social pressure that she encountered in regard to personal relationships.  She described that 

“many people believe that it is impossible for me to live alone without financial support from 

men, which I do not agree.  I think I can use my own income to take care of myself.”  Her 

experience suggested how Thai people see that it is impossible for women to survive in the 

society without the support, especially financial support, from men.  T14 also does not like the 

fact that some people use the term ‘bian’ (เบี้ยน from ‘lesbian’) to describe relationships between 

queer women.  According to T14, “I think it is rude to use that term to describe our relationship, 

because it is normally used to describe sexual activity between women.”  T14 shows her 

discomfort of being seen as sexual objects, as she preferred not being called by a word that has a 

sexual undertone.    
 
 Furthermore, T06 gave an example that “international funding was given to campaigns 

for queer men and transgender women rather than to queer women and transgender men, because 

it prioritised the health issues of those who were physically born male”, suggesting that queer 

women are believed not to suffer from the same risks.  The under-representation of queer women 

can also lead to ignorance of sexual assaults against queer women.  T03 and T04 mentioned a 

catchphrase - make butches my babes (เปลี่ยนทอมเป็นเธอ - plean tom pen ter).  This phrase is 

used by some heterosexual men because they believe that with their ‘capacity to provide sexual 

pleasure’, they are capable of turning tom heterosexual, and can consequently become their 

girlfriends.  These men believe that women become tom because they have never found the right 

male partners, and it is acceptable to force sex on women to change their sexuality.  T03, who is 

a transgender man, also informed me that “I was once sexually violated by my male classmates.  

When they knew that I was physically born female, they asked me to show my genital to prove 

my male identity.” 
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 Also, according to a UNDP and USAD report (2014, p. 36), when compared to kathoey 

that are portrayed as entertainers, tom became a group of queer people that are the most 

demonised especially in schools where students form anti-tom hate groups.  According to T14, 

“some men dislike it when tom behave too masculine to assert their identity.  Some men use 

physical assault to prove a point that tom are still female, because they are weaker to men.”  As 

an older staffer in her organisation, T14 became an adviser to some queer youths.  She informed 

me that “I gave advice to a young tom not to act over-the-top to assert his identity, because there 

are many people out there who do not like tom.  He will put himself at risk of being harmed by 

violent people.”  T14’s information challenged the assumed queer-friendliness of Thailand that 

mainly focuses on the existence of kathoey and effeminate queer men.  Solely focusing on the 

mentioned groups will overlook the fact that social tolerance does not extend to others, 

especially tom and masculine queer women.       

 Within Thai patriarchy, queer people who were physically born male have the highest 

visibility, and have become the main representation of Thai queer communities (Ünaldi, 2011, p. 

59).  Female homosexuality is still perceived as innocent and less problematic than male 

homosexuality (Sinnott, 2011, p. 212).  As women are traditionally believed to be ‘possessions’ 

of men, Thai society regulates their sexual relations with men but pays little attention to their 

same-sex sexual relations (Panwichai & Yodhong, 2017).  T06 shared her experience that “my 

mother was concerned with my future, because traditionally women are believed to be unable to 

take care of themselves without the support from men.  Some people also believe that my 

attraction to females is just a temporary phase, and assume that when I am older I will end up 

marrying men like other women.” The under-representation of queer women also extends to the 

political realm.  In the case discussed above of Anjaree, one of the most politically active queer 

groups in Thailand, their contribution to rights activism still does not enable them to make queer 

women as visible as queer men.  As already discussed, examples of Pride events still mainly 

focus on kathoey and gay communities, and they do not represent the existence of tom, dee, 

lesbians, and transgender men.  Whilst underrepresentation of female homosexuality can be 

understood as negative, T14 saw its benefits.  She described that “invisibility is not an obstacle to 
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our contribution to society.  It made it easier for us to work when people do not pay attention to 

us”.  The lack of social pressure on female homosexuality can be understood positively by some 

queer women. 

 Interestingly, when Thai queer people want the majority to be open to sexual diversity, 

Thai queer communities still are not really open to it.  As discussed in the previous section, 

within transgender communities, sexuality can also lead to conflicts and under-representation, as 

seen in the example of kathoey-lesbians who are excluded from the mainstream kathoey 

community because the majority of them are ‘heterosexual’ or attracted to men.  T15, who is a 

bisexual male, told me that “I have many gay and kathoey friends, and they usually tease me 

when I took my female date to hang out with them.  They made fun of her by saying ‘stinky 

clam ’ (เหม็นหอย) to express their distaste for females.”  As T15 described, gay men and 19

kathoey are expected to be exclusively attracted men, so his attraction to both genders was 

perceived as unfamiliar by his peers.  P. Jackson (2000, p. 412) argued that according to Thai 

understandings bisexual people are categorised as ‘actual male and female’ that are assumed to 

be ‘heterosexual,’ making the existence of bisexual people in Thailand obscure.  Similar 

invisibility also happened to intersex people.  As only one intersex respondent in this research, 

T21 pointed out the lack of knowledge about intersex in Thailand.  She commended that “the 

term kathoey actually fit well with my condition, because the term originally refers to gender 

ambiguity.  However, in practice, kathoey mainly represents transgender women and effeminate 

queer men.”  From my observation, the lack of knowledge and recognition of intersex people 

made it difficult for them to form their own communities.  They have to conform to 

heteronormative traditions by choosing to be either male or female, or in the case of T21 she 

identifies herself as part of kathoey communities. 

 Furthermore, T11 and T12 informed me about the invisibility of kathoey’s male partners.  

While they identify themselves as ‘heterosexual’, this group of men were unable to reveal their 

attraction to transgender women to avoid discrimination.  In some cases, they were attracted to 

 ‘Clam’ (หอย) is a slang for female genital in Thai.19
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pre-op transgender women (with female breasts and male genitals), which made it difficult to 

describe their sexuality as either homosexual or heterosexual.  This seemed to prevent them from 

fitting into either queer communities or the dominant society.  These men were also unprotected 

by laws around gender change or same-sex marriage, so their relationships with kathoey, type II 

women or transsexual women partners were not legally protected.   

Socio-Economic Status 

 Another difference that was discussed during research fieldwork was in socio-economic 

status.  T11 and T12 discussed socio-economic differences within kathoey communities that led 

to division among them.  Both claimed that some type II women were conventionally beautiful 

and had more opportunities to work in entertainment business, and consequently earned higher 

income.  They regarded this group of type II women as inspiring and at the same time 

intimidating.  T12 described that “I find it common for successful and famous type II women to 

stay together, and it is difficult for me and other type II women to approach them.  It will be nice 

to be in their position, as they receive some privileges from the society.”  Based on this 

discussion, professional achievement and high income are not only important factors for queer 

people to negotiate with the majority to request acceptance, but these factors are also necessary 

to improve their status within their own communities.  Based on T12, although she recognised 

difference within kathoey and type II women’s communities, she seemed to show approval of the 

superiority of beautiful and successful members.  Also, she showed desire to become part of this 

group, instead of challenging this hierarchy.      

 All Thai participants identified themselves as ‘middle-class.’  As Oakley (2004, pp. 

170-171) and Kang (2017, p.4) discussed, the concept of ‘middle-class’ in Thailand is vague and 

became the term to describe people from diverse professional and academic backgrounds.  In 

many occasions, being ‘middle-class’ equals ‘ordinary’ by not being extremely wealthy or poor.  

In regard to political commitment, almost all Thai participants believed that middle-class queer 

people were in the best position to support queer rights activism.  This was because they were 
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aware of their own rights and have learned how to fight for equality.  At the same time, they were 

not privileged enough to avoid discrimination.  The only way to improve their life was to 

participate in or support rights activism.  Most Thai participants believed that queer people in 

rural areas or working-class queer people had to prioritise daily expenses and incomes.  Rights 

issues were seen as topics to be focused on later if their socio-economic status improved.  On the 

other hand, some upper-class or privileged queer people chose not to support queer rights 

activism to avoid unnecessary risks from opposing the dominant society.  T03 gave an example 

of one transgender man that “he saw no benefit from participating in rights activism.  This 

transgender man is holding an American visa with the title ‘Mister’, so it does not matter to him 

whether the Thai state recognised his male gender or not.”  

 While the majority of Thai participants believed that the middle-class is the major force 

behind queer rights activism, T18 was an exception.  She describes that “middle-class queer 

people do not always support rights activism, and that people at the lowest point of the Thai 

social spectrum are those who fight hardest to make changes.  Both middle- and upper-class 

queer people focus most on improving their social status, but rarely contribute to the collective 

benefit of entire queer communities.”  From her perspective, T18 claimed that within the Thai 

context “queer people who do not face many problems in life will not see the importance of 

rights activism, and most will enjoy the material and entertainment side of queer culture.”  She 

believed that rights activism in general was driven by a group of queer people who could not 

escape from social inequality.  Despite contradicting opinions of other Thai participants, T18’s 

responses showed flaws in the claim that middle-class queer people are in the best position to 

support queer rights activism, because some have weak political commitment.  According to 

some Thai participants that identified themselves as middle-class such as T13 and T17, they 

suggested negotiation or self-improvement as ways to deal with discrimination.  As I showed in 

the previous section, non-confrontation strategies have not worked effectively in making 

changes.     
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Other Identities 

 Regarding ethnicity, from my personal experience as a Thai and from interviews with 

Thai participants, it is quite common to see Thai people of mixed ethnic background.  For 

example, T04 has mixed-Thai and Vietnamese heritage and T17’s ancestors are Chinese, 

Vietnamese and Thai.  As Thai society is multicultural, it is possible for some Thai people to 

overlook ethnicity as a major factor leading to different treatment.  However, in the case of 

Thailand, ethnicity intertwines with socio-economic status.  In Thai society, physical features of 

luk-khreung (ลูกครึ่ง - half children), or half-Thai half-Caucasian, are fetishised and have become 

a symbol of modernity, cosmopolitanism, and bourgeois life in Thai media (Farmer, 2011, p. 96).  

Similarly, Sino-Thai who constitute the majority of middle-class Thai citizens (Sattayanurak, 

2008, p. 37), are also perceived as more physically attractive (Farmer, 2011, p. 96; Kang, 2017, 

pp. 9-10).  Physical features of ethnic groups that are associated with higher social status are 

preferable and more accepted in both the dominant society, and the Thai queer community.  As 

earlier stated in this chapter, T16 encountered negative treatment within the mainstream gay 

community due to his physical appearance.  Due to this beauty ideal, queer people will alter 

themselves to imitate the physical appearances of these ethnic groups by using cosmetic products 

or plastic surgery (Dacanay, 2011, p. 133; Samakkeekarom & Boonmongkon, 2011, p. 130; 

Sinnott, 2011, p. 222).  The discussion about physical appearance in the interviews with Thai 

participants also led to an interesting observation.  T02 pointed out that “some prominent 

activists of queer rights, such as the leader of a transsexual women’s association, is a successful, 

conventionally beautiful and famous woman.  With an outstanding profile it is easier for her to 

be a charismatic leader of her group and to get people recognised.”   As T02 encountered 

prejudice and discrimination because of her physical appearance, such as her darker skin colour, 

she believed that physical appearance according to Thai standards can be another important 

factor in gaining acceptance and the power to negotiate with others in Thai society.  As a fair 

skinned due to his ethnic background and well-built gay man, T17 can be seen as an example of 

queer people who adjusts himself to the beauty standard in Thai society.  He informed me that 

“building up my muscles is a goal I aim to achieve.  I want to see how far I can go to reach the 
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best version of myself.”  Unlike T16 who has to find a community he can belong to, T17 

embraces common values of Thai ideal beauty and adjust himself to fit in.      

 Regarding religion, T20, who has worked as a queer activist and also as an academic in 

the field of Buddhism, reported that “discussion about queerness among Thai Christians and Thai 

Muslims is still limited.  Buddhism is comparatively friendlier towards queer people and does 

not have any beliefs that might cause violence towards them. It would take some time to increase 

the awareness of queer people in non-Buddhist communities.”  From the discussion with T06 

and T07, who have worked with their queer support networks in other provinces outside 

Bangkok, it is common knowledge among Thai queer activists that Thai Muslim queer youths 

face more pressure, especially from their own families.  Kritsada Subpawanthanakun (2017) 

reports physical abuse and exclusion of queer people in three provinces in the Southern part of 

Thailand where the majority of people are Muslim.  While violent discrimination is uncommon 

in Buddhist society, it happens more in Muslim communities and such discrimination is rarely 

recognised in the mainstream media.  At the same time, research and information about queer 

people in Thai Muslim communities are still sparse.  From one of available sources, according to 

Subpawanthanakun’s (2017) discussion with an activist who works in one of the three Muslim 

provinces, it is written in Islamic holy books that homosexuality and transgenderism are sinful 

(เป็นบาป).  This makes it difficult for queer people in Thai-Muslim communities to be fully 

accepted by others.  Subpawanthanakun also mentions that some Muslim tom choose not to 

report cases of sexual and physical abuse cases to avoid being discriminated against by their 

religious communities.  T06 reported a case involving one Muslim tom that her organisation was 

taking care of.  According to T06, “that tom’s father made her brother rape her in order to 

‘change’ her sexuality.”  This case represents the invisibility and discrimination of a queer person 

due to the intersection of queer with gender and religious identities that are different from the 

majority of Thai queer people. 

 When I asked Thai participants to give examples of queer people who are invisible in 

Thai society, almost none of them mentioned disabled queer people, except for T21.  She 
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believed that “Thai society understood disabled people to be sexless or assumed they were 

heterosexual.  This made discussion about disabled queer people in Thailand uncommon.”  I 

conducted further research on this minority group from other sources.  On 9 May 2017, K[l]ang 

Muang (ก[ล]างเมือง), a documentary produced by Thai PBS, a television station in Thailand, 

narrated the story of Cherry, a disabled kathoey who expressed her struggle being both disabled 

and kathoey, which made her different from others.  Most people accept her disability but not her 

queerness (Bioscope & Thai PBS, 2017).  This suggests that the intersection of disability and 

queerness appears to be unimaginable for some Thai people.  Being disabled in the kathoey 

community also made Cherry feel inferior.  Members of this community compete to be 

conventionally beautiful and perfect, but Cherry does not have that capacity due to her disability.  

It is clear that both religious minorities and disabled people in the Thai queer community are still 

under-represented and are almost invisible in Thai society as a whole.  
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Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I have presented information gained from my interviews with Thai 

participants.  Within this I have included my observations of Thai queer politics and information 

gained from members of Thai queer communities, including the intersection of multiple 

identities.  Thai queer rights activism has been influenced by western countries, and queer rights 

activists in general are familiar with knowledge about queerness from the West.  However, 

foreign influences do not replace or completely eliminate traditional characteristics within Thai 

queer communities.  The traditional concept of the third sex enables Thai queer people to be 

visible and give them the freedom to hold, and participate in queer-related events, as long as they 

do not disturb positive national or local images.  However, traditional humility prevents queer 

people from directly challenging the dominant society to defend their rights.  They choose to 

either accept limited rights or please the majority in order to attain benefits from the patronage 

system.  Thai transgender politics reflect the clash between traditional discourses and newer 

knowledge of transgenderism.  Kathoey, just like the majority of queer communities have taken 

responsibility for defending traditional discourses of queerness and reject new interpretations of 

transgender identity.  Since they cannot challenge the dominant society, they have chosen the 

strategy of discouraging queer minorities from challenging the majority instead.              

 In regard to intersectionality within queer communities, multiple identities can create 

diverse experiences for Thai queer people.  Whilst Thai participants recognised diverse 

experiences and social status of queer people, they did not find diversity a serious issue.  

Differences that are based on gender, sexuality, socio-economic status, and attractiveness of 

physical appearance were mentioned more.  The intersection between queer and other identities, 

including ethnicity, religion, and disability, however, was rarely noticed, which indicates under-

representation and invisibility of some members in Thai queer communities. 
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Chapter 7: Experiences of Queer Identity and Politics in Japanese Queer Communities 

 In this chapter I will present the results of my interviews with Japanese participants, 

together with my findings from observation of their communities and my analysis of media 

reporting of queer issues in Japan.  In 2015, four Japanese queer-support organisations agreed to 

recruit their members to participate in this research.  Only one organisation has explicit 

involvement in political activism, while the other three focus on providing safe spaces and 

connecting queer people with each other.  Thus, some Japanese participants are not queer rights 

activists and therefore might not be as politically active as others.  However, responses from the 

latter group of participants reflect important issues regarding queer politics in Japan and provide 

in-depth information about queer cultures, queer communities and the experiences of queer 

people.  In addition to members of these four queer-support groups, and on the suggestion of 

some participants, I also contacted and recruited other queer political activists.   

 This chapter is divided into three main parts.  In the first, I will introduce Japanese 

participants based on their sexual and gender identity labels. In the second, I will discuss queer 

politics within the Japanese context.  I focus on social visibility which is considered an important 

issue in Japanese queer rights activism due to the suppression of individuality and the inability to 

discuss sexuality-related issues in public.  Although Japanese queer communities have borrowed 

imported knowledge to develop queer rights activism, traditional influences still force queer 

people to willingly give up their individual freedom to avoid conflicts with the majority.  From 

various identity groups, I also highlight Japanese transgender people because of an important 

milestone of their political activism: while homosexuality is still subject to popular disapproval, 

the imported Gender Identity Disorder concept has enabled transgenderism to gain more 

acceptance in society.  The third part will focus on intersectionality within Japanese queer 

communities and the diverse experiences of Japanese queer people. 
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1. Japanese Participants 

 In 2016 I conducted research in Japan on two separate occasions.  I collected information 

from one queer organisation in Osaka in April, and later in May I travelled to Tokyo to interview 

participants from another three queer-support groups.  Here is the list of 21 Japanese participants.  

Code Self-Described Identity Data Collection Methods Age Note

J01 gay Interview Early 40s Activist

J02 gay Interview Early 30s Activist

J03 gay Interview Early 40s Activist

J04 bisexual (female) Interview Late 20s Activist

J05 gay Interview Early 50s Activist

J06 gay Questionnaire Mid-20s Non-activist

J07 gay Questionnaire Mid-20s Non-activist

J08 gay Interview & Questionnaire Mid-20s Scholar

J09 lesbian Interview Mid-20s Non-activist

J10 bisexual (male) Interview Mid-20s Non-activist

J11 gay Interview Mid-20s Non-activist

J12 bisexual (x-gender) Interview Mid-20s Non-activist

J13 bisexual (female) Interview Mid-20s Non-activist

J14 gay Questionnaire Mid-20s Non-activist

J15 gay Questionnaire Mid-20s Non-activist

J16 gay Questionnaire Mid-20s Non-activist

J17 gay Questionnaire Early 50s Activist

J18 gay Questionnaire Mid-30s Activist

J19 transman - FtM Questionnaire Mid-30s Activist

J20 gay Questionnaire Late 20s Activist

J21 pansexual (x-gender) Questionnaire Late 20s Foreigner Activist
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Basic Information about Japanese Participants and Their Activities 

 As a foreigner, recruiting Japanese participants was challenging.  Although I managed to 

contact some queer organisations directly, on some occasions I needed a Japanese friend to 

introduce me as a researcher and explain that the interview would be conducted for academic 

purposes.  Some queer people might not have felt comfortable discussing queer-related topics 

with strangers because these topics are considered personal issues.  In terms of language, I have 

studied Japanese as my third language to intermediate level, so was able to find additional 

information on the Internet, in Japanese, about queer groups.  I had support from native speakers 

of Japanese who proofread and corrected research-related documents, the questionnaire and 

interview questions, and advised on cultural issues with which I was not familiar.  Despite these 

challenges, the Japanese participants were very supportive and provided valuable information.    

 Four queer circles (サークル) agreed to recruit their members.  The groups that I 

contacted were all founded during the gay boom era in the 1990s when knowledge about 

queerness increased and the mainstream media began to pay attention to this topic (McLelland, 

2000, p. 29).  In Osaka, Group D was founded as a space for queer people who live in the Kansai 

region that covers seven prefectures including Osaka, Nara, and Kyoto.  I spent a day with Group 

D interviewing their members, joining group discussions on topics of my research, and over 

dinner, conversing about queer cultures and queer communities in Japan and Thailand.  The first 

impression of joining group activities with members of Group D was inclusiveness, and the way 

they welcomed people from diverse backgrounds, including myself, and foreigners who lived in 

Japan.  Group D actively promotes human rights-related issues for sexual minorities in Japan, 

and also spreads knowledge on various topics, such as same-sex partnership, discrimination, and 

policies that impact upon their rights.  The main goals of Group D are to eliminate discrimination 

and prejudice against sexual minorities, to increase the recognition of diverse sexualities and also 

to reach out to sexual minorities who isolate themselves from others.  Group E, F and G were 

founded to provide safe spaces for queer people in Tokyo, so they prioritise privacy.  Unlike 

Group D, after discussion with the representative of each group, I agreed not to access their 
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location to protect the privacy of their members who did not participate in my research.  My 

participants in the latter three groups chose secluded spaces for the interview, such as a booked 

meeting room.  I had the opportunity to interview other Japanese participants, but some could not 

come to the locations due to personal commitments.  They were willing to send their responses 

to my questionnaires via email, and gave further details if I had additional questions regarding 

their answers.   

 As the number of Japanese participants is quite small, I considered snow-balling a 

practical approach.  Some participants introduced me to others who were from another group but 

in the same queer support network.  For example, the representative of Group F introduced me to 

Group G as both groups had worked together.  After I received permission from Group G via the 

representative of Group F, I directly contacted Group G and asked them about recruiting their 

members for the interviews.  Snow-balling enabled me to contact groups that I could not 

originally find information about from the Internet.  Some participants in Tokyo were not as 

politically active as others because they were members of non-political groups.  They joined 

queer support groups to socialise with and to seek support from fellow queer people.  This group 

of participants expressed concern about rights and equality issues, and also provided information 

about Japanese queer communities.  However, they were not willing to participate in queer rights 

activist movements, and also provided reasons why they chose not to do.  This encouraged me to 

include their responses and I found it important to understand the issues that were the obstacle to 

the progress of Japanese political movements.  The majority of Japanese participants that I was 

able to recruit are gay men, and almost all are cisgender, except J12, J19 and J21 who identify 

themselves as x-gender (Xジェンダー) or transgender.  Being the only foreigner, or gai-koku-jin 

(外国人), J21 was an exceptional case who lived in Japan, spoke Japanese, and actively 

participated in queer activism.  I interviewed this participant in order to understand the cultural 

interaction between Japanese and foreign queer communities. 
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 In the discussion about queer politics, Japanese participants described political culture, 

such as Pride Parades and queer-related knowledge, as imported (輸入) cultural borrowing, or 

common information that queer people around the world could share.  The rainbow flag was a 

common and omnipresent symbol that had been used in, for example, the Tokyo Rainbow Pride.  

The Pride Parades in different regions of Japan also represented the bond that Japanese queer 

activists had with the international queer community because foreigners were welcome to 

participate in these political events.  Some participants, namely J17 and J19, had also 

participated in Pride Parades in other countries, including the United States, Australia, Taiwan 

and South Korea.  They occasionally worked with and contacted queer activists in foreign 

countries.  J17, an activist who has promoted Pride events in Japan and regularly joins those in 

other countries, informed me that “seeing Pride Parades in other countries provides the 

motivation for queer rights activists to continue fighting for change.”  J17 also provided 

interesting information about international relations between queer activists in different 

countries.  He described that “Japan and South Korea have had unfriendly relationships since 

World War II, but queer-rights activism gave me an opportunity to learn and exchange 

information regarding queer related issues with Korean queer activists, which bonded activists in 

both countries.  They were able to overlook international conflicts to support each other to 

improve the quality of life of queer people in their own countries.”  J17 also added that “I do not 

think that having knowledge about gender and sexuality in Japan is being culturally colonised, 

because this topic is a general concept that everyone can learn.  Like drag queen or Pride 

Parades, they are imported from western countries when Japanese queer people interact with 

foreigners”.             

 On the surface Japanese queer support groups appear to share similarities with those from 

the West, such as the usage of international LGBT symbolism and English terminology.  Also, 

some queer activists, such as J17 and J19, have international experience and regularly cooperate 

with foreign queer rights activists.  This seems to suggest that globalisation enables Japanese 

queer communities to connect with international queer communities, and join the movement of 

international queer rights activism.  Despite this improvement, Japanese queer people are still 
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struggling with accessibility and visibility.  Only queer people in larger cities can access queer-

related information and queer communities.  J01 described that “I was brought up in a small 

prefecture in the Kansai region where, even nowadays, queer support groups do not exist.  It is 

difficult for queer people to live in my hometown, and people still do not have sufficient 

knowledge about sexual minorities.”  Similarly, J03 also added in the group discussion that 

“living as queer is unimaginable for people in rural areas.  They can learn about living as queer 

whenever they move to live in the city.” 

 Common responses of Japanese participants regarding the benefits of joining queer 

groups also showed that it is not easy for some queer people to live their lives outside traditional 

gender roles.  Joining queer-support groups provided them with safe spaces where they could 

meet other queer people, discuss issues of sexuality and have support from fellow members.  

This is because they could not seek support from their parents, classmates or colleagues to whom 

they had no intention of revealing their queer identity.  I discussed with them the benefits of 

advanced technology, such as the Internet or smartphone applications.  All participants 

recognised that it had become easier for queer people to connect with each other, and to search 

for information regarding queerness both inside and outside the country.  In general, almost all 

participants said that they had learnt about their groups from the Internet, which supported them 

in finding other queer people without revealing their identity in public.  However, increased 

knowledge and connection with queer communities may not automatically give Japanese queer 

people enough courage to join queer rights activism.  The majority of my participants could be 

seen as examples of queer people who were members of a queer support group but had not come 

out, especially in the case of non-political groups.  The inability to reveal their queer identity 

stood out as the most salient aspect of queer people in the Japanese context, and it also affected 

queer political activism, explaining why queer Japanese people did not publicly defend their 

individual rights.  It is for this reason that I focus on this issue in the discussion of Japanese 

queer politics.    
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2.  Queer Politics in the Japanese Context                                        

 Prior to research fieldwork, as an enthusiast of Japanese animation, I recognise when 

queer characters and storylines revolving around homoeroticism are included.  For some 

foreigners, this can create the impression that Japan is open to queerness as it is common to find 

different types of gender expression and same-sex romantic relationships in Japanese fiction.  

However, Naomi Gingold (2015) discusses the difference between the experiences of queer 

characters in Japanese animation and those of actual people in the society.  While queer 

characters can easily come out and do not face prejudice, queer people still face various forms of 

discrimination because of ignorance and the lack of understanding of queerness in Japanese 

society.  As Suganuma (2012, pp. 135-136) and Tomoe (2014, pp. 11-12) describe, queer cultures 

in Japan are appropriated by heteronormativity.  Thus, the representation of queer people in 

mainstream media is based on the imagination of what queer people are believed to be like.  

Their representation is distorted by common stereotypes or exaggeratedly idealism, which 

perpetuate misunderstandings about queer people.  I discussed in chapter five how being 

different from the majority can produce the fear of losing social support and also being exposed 

to various risks, including being bullied or losing career opportunities.  As a result, queer rights 

activists in Japan are still fighting to promote their rights and freedom in various aspect to 

challenge prejudice and oppression by the dominant society.  

 In this section, I will discuss three main topics.  First, I will give a brief history of queer 

rights activism in the Japanese context, and the interaction of Japanese queer communities with 

foreign influences and queer communities in other countries.  Secondly, I will focus on two 

political campaigns that promote social visibility, and challenge the social pressures that force 

Japanese queer people to suppress their individuality.  These two campaigns include Pride 

Parades and coming-out.  The discussion is intended to show how western political cultures are 

borrowed and combined with Japanese queer cultures in order to deal with social suppression.  

However, due to traditional influences, Japanese queer people face the dilemma of standing out 

as the minority or giving up their individual freedom to blend in with the majority.  This 
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represents the contradictory effects of the interaction between national and foreign influences, as 

imported knowledge promotes queer rights but at the same time also goes against the values 

common to queer people. 

         

 Thirdly, like in the previous chapter, I highlight transgender political movements because 

of their important progress in rights activism.  When the dominant majority still disapproved of 

homosexuality, transgender activists successfully used the imported concept of Gender Identity 

Disorder (GID) to support their claims for legalisation of gender reassignment surgery, social 

inclusion, and gender change law.  As I discussed in chapter five, Japan is a rare case in which 

the pathologisation of transgenderism as a disorder is promoted by activists (Nakamura, 2012, p. 

6, pp. 12-14; McDermott, 2013, p. 180).  GID can be seen as another example of how foreign 

influences can contribute to change in regard to queer rights activism in Japan.  At the same time, 

GID can adjust to the Japanese context where people strictly conform to gender binary by 

enabling transgender people who are willing to be either male or female, to be included in the 

dominant society, but this visibility does not extend to queer people whose gender identity 

cannot fit in the gender binary.           

2.1 Japanese Queer Rights Activism and Foreign Influences 

 Undeniably, queer rights activism in Japan is strongly influenced by the West.  Sexuality 

rights related movements started around the 1970s when Japanese lesbians started getting 

involved in politics with the support of the ideology of women’s liberation.  The traditional 

oppression of Japanese patriarchal society encouraged some Japanese feminists to be concerned 

about diverse issues, including same-sex intimacy between women.  Conversely, at that time 

most queer men, who were privileged in a male-dominant society, did not have similar 

motivation to fight for change (McLelland & Suganuma, 2010, pp. 334-335).  However, as 

pointed out by McLelland (2011, p. 145), not all queer men lack interest in politics.  Ken Tōgō 

was an example of a queer male activist who made political impacts during the early 1971, such 

as running for a seat in Japan’s parliament multiple times.  As the founder of Miscellaneous 
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People’s Party (雑民の会 - Zatsumin no Kai), Ken gathered people from diverse backgrounds 

that failed to live according to traditional values of family life and relationships.  He also pointed 

out the connection between Japanese heteronormativity and the suppression of queer people in 

that era.  It is difficult to describe Ken as a gay activist.  This is because, as McLelland describes, 

Ken identifies himself as okama, which he promoted as an inclusive term within Japanese 

context.  As discussed in chapter five, okama is a Japanese queer identity label of queer men who 

are homosexual and effeminate.  In the 1970s, it did not cover homosexual men who are 

conventionally masculine and prefer using other labels, namely homo or sodomia.  Thus, okama 

is understood as discriminatory by some queer men.  In addition to using okama as an inclusive 

term, with his controversial public image, it was difficult for Tōgō to seek support from some 

groups of homosexual men at that time (McLelland, 2011, pp. 145-146).   
 
 The connection between Japanese and international queer movements became tighter in 

the 1980s when western-styled queer movements in Japan fully came into existence (McLelland 

& Suganuma, 2010, p. 330, p. 334).  For example, Teishirō Minami, editor of a gay magazine — 

Adon (アドン), was discovered by a foreign journalist and offered a position by international 

queer movements to become the Japanese representative of the International Lesbian and Gay 

Association (JILGA), which he accepted (McLelland & Suganuma, 2010, p. 335).  From the 

1980s onwards, the progress of Japanese queer movements became more prominent.  Under the 

leadership of Minami in JILGA, some younger queer people did not share the opinions of their 

elders on political issues, including HIV prevention and coming-out.  Also, since JILGA focused 

only on gay and lesbian, Minami could not seek support from other identity groups.  In 1986, 

younger queer people split from JILGA to form OCCUR which became one of the most 

politically active queer organisations in Japan (McLelland & Suganuma, 2010, p. 336).  As 

discussed in chapter five, OCCUR is an example of a queer movement that has used more 

proactive strategies and strongly resists traditions by associating itself with foreign knowledge 

and western-styled liberation movements.  It aims to identify queer people as ‘sexual 

minorities’ (性的マイノリティー) and claims that they deserve to be treated in the same way as 
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the majority.  OCCUR has made some changes to support queer rights, such as working with the 

Tokyo metropolitan government to include queer people in the Tokyo human rights charter and 

advocating equal access to public facilities in the city that were once banned to queer people 

(McLelland & Suganuma, 2010, p. 336).   

 In the early 1990s, knowledge about queer and political cultures, such as queer studies 

and gay liberation, was borrowed from the West to support the growth of Japanese queer rights 

activism (McLelland, 2000, pp. 30-31; Suganuma, 2012, p. 127).  Pride Parades and coming-out 

have become important political campaigns for queer rights in Japan since this period 

(McLelland & Suganuma, 2010, p. 336; Maree, 2014, p. 234).  McLelland and Suganuma (2010, 

p. 337) discuss the way in which the 1990s was an important decade when an alternative 

Japanese queer-related theory developed.  Noriaki Fushimi and Hiroko Kakefuda are examples 

of Japanese theorists who have different perspectives on queer identity and who have influenced 

political queer movements that have different strategies from OCCUR.  For example, Fushimi 

coins the term hentai as an umbrella term to describe people who do not conform to 

heteronormativity; Fushimi refuses to reduce diverse sexualities to only heterosexual, bisexual or 

homosexual.  Unlike OCCUR, he was also not interested in normalising queerness, and 

attempted to deconstruct what he described as ‘hetero-system’ or Japanese values of gender 

binarism and division between hetero- and homosexuality (Suganuma, 2006, p. 4; McLelland, 

2011, p. 147).  Kakefuda had major impacts on lesbian and feminism-related issues throughout 

the 1990s.  She avoids describing queer women as a minority, refusing to differentiate women 

based on their sexualities, as she perceived that this division was the result of patriarchy that 

produced the binary between hetero- and homosexuality (Suganuma, 2006, p. 12, p. 16).  These 

examples represent the knowledge about queerness that was developed by Japanese thinkers who 

attempted to break the binary between heterosexuality and homosexuality.  

 In the new millennium queer individuals have been elected to participate in the political 

arena where they support queer rights issues.  For instance, Kanako Otsuji, who came out as 

lesbian, was elected to the Osaka Prefectural Assembly in 2003 and attempted to fight for same-
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sex campaigns.  In the same year, Aya Kamikawa, a transgender woman ran for office in the 

Tokyo Municipal Council and is actively working for the rights of minorities in Japan.  There 

was also an important shift in transgender politics when in 2004, transgender people in Japan 

could change their gender in official identity documents (McLelland & Suganuma, 2010, pp. 

338-339).  As discussed in chapter five, GID enabled transgender people to be included in 

Japanese society, challenging previous stereotypes of transgender people who worked in the 

nightlife industry (Nakamura, 2012, p. 6, pp. 12-14; McDermott, 2013, p. 180).  From the 1980s 

to the new millennium, Japanese queer movements have made promising progress by improving 

policies to support the rights and freedom of queer people throughout the country.  For instance, 

according to information from Amnesty International (2017, p. 14, p. 17), a few cities in Japan 

such as Shibuya and Setagaya in Tokyo, Iga in Mie, Takarazuka in Hyogo, Naha in Okinawa, and 

Sapporo in Hokkaido already recognise same-sex unions.  Although the same-sex union 

certificate in these cities is not legally binding, it can allow same-sex couples to rent 

accommodation and request the right for hospital visitation as family members.  Some 

transgender adults were granted the right to amend records of their gender in the Family 

Registry.     

 In regard to intercultural relationships among non-western countries, Japan is generally 

known as a major cultural power in Asia.  As I discussed in the previous chapter, Japanese queer 

cultures have supported the growth of some queer identity groups in Thailand.  From my 

observation, it is still rare to gather information about the influences of non-western queer 

cultures on Japanese queer communities.  When I asked them about non-western queer cultures, 

Japanese participants generally referred to their experiences of being in gay scenes or attending 

Pride-related events in other countries.  For example, J03 informed me that “Pride events in 

Taiwan are quite prominent in Asia”, and according to J06 who also has experiences of travelling 

to Taiwan describes that “when I think about queer-friendliness in Asia Taiwan came to my 

mind.”   
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 Besides Taiwan, information from other Japanese participants pointed out that Thailand is 

also another centre of queer cultures, especially transgender cultures.  J08, a gay man who has an 

experience of travelling to Thailand, also recognised that “Thailand is known for high visibility 

of transgender women, and many Japanese transgender people see this country as a place to 

undertake reassignment surgery.”  Before the new millennium, Japan banned reassignment 

surgery as it was against the Eugenic Protection Law which prohibited unnecessary sterilisation 

in the 1950s and 1960s (McDermott, 2013, p. 188), so some Japanese transgender people 

travelled to other countries, including Thailand, to complete their transition (McDermott, 2013, 

p. 188).   According to J19, even after surgery became legal, some Japanese transgender people 

chose to undertake reassignment surgery in Thailand, including J19 himself.  He said that “there 

are organisations that encouraged transgender people to have reassignment surgery in Thailand.”, 

one of which is G-Pit Networks, that I referred to in chapter five.  According to him, “when 

compared to Japan, the cost of gender reassignment surgery in Thailand is lower.  Thailand also 

had more advanced technology, as well as more expert physicians in the field.”  The popularity 

of Thailand as a hub of gender reassignment surgery can be evidenced in some examples.  Ai 

Haruna is a well-known transgender female television personality and singer, who held the title 

of ‘Miss International Queen 2009’.   This transgender beauty pageantry in Pattaya, Thailand 

welcomes transgender women from different countries across the world (Miss International 

Queen, 2018).  This seems to highlight the status of Thailand as ‘the land of transgender women’ 

in the perception of Japanese people, especially as a Japanese representative was able to win in 

this competition.  Furthermore, in one comic by Yūna Hirasawa, she narrates her own experience 

as a transgender woman who had undergone reassignment surgery in Thailand (see image 

below).  In To Become Who I Am (Boku ga watashi ni naru tame ni - 僕が私になるために) it is 

mentioned that “for gender reassignment surgery…the country that is now in the lead in this field 

is Thailand!!” (性別適合手術…現在この分野の手術実績でリードしているのはタイ！！) 

(Hirasawa, 2016).       
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Image 8  To Become Who I Am (Hirasawa, 2016) 

2.2 Rights Activism in the Context of a Homogeneous Society 

 In chapter five I discussed the concept of amae individuality, which encourages people to 

suppress their differences to conserve social unity.  I also showed that traditionally Japan does 

not have discourses of individual identity.  Homosexuality and cross-dressing used to be 

understood as personal desires that did not reflect gender identity of that person.  However, 

during the modernisation era western sexology created the division between ‘normal’ and 

‘perverted’ sexual desires.  Early forms of Japanese queer identity labels emerged from this 

concept, which has associated them with perversity.  In Japanese contexts, queerness is not 

aggressively opposed, and can be tolerated.  The separation of public and private spaces, 

however, has become the main obstacle that prevents people from discussing ‘personal’ 

perverted desires in public.  Although western influences play an important role in the process of 

cultural hybridisation that constructs Japanese queer identities, western cultures cannot overcome 

Japanese values of preserving the social collectivity.  Amae individuality still makes Japanese 
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people prioritise collective values more than individual freedom, and this makes it difficult to 

make queerness acceptable in the dominant society. 

 From my observation and experiences in Japan, I found it difficult to recognise queer 

individuals, especially when compared to Thailand.  Prior to doing field research in Japan, I was 

aware of how some Thai people who had been on the gay scene in Japan, claimed that ‘Japanese 

gay men are all in the closet’.  This is because in Thailand queer people are able to reveal their 

identity in public, so it is believed to be easy to identify someone based on how they dress or 

present themselves.  Conversely, in the case of Japan, it is more difficult to distinguish queer 

people from others.  This seems to create a big difference between the representation of queer 

individuals in Japanese mainstream media and those in reality.  Most well-known queer 

celebrities, or tarento (タレント) are extravagant, cross-dressing, effeminate, and explicitly 

show their queer identity (Kaneko, 2014, p. 251), but it is rare to find such individuals outside 

the entertainment industry. 

 As social invisibility appears to be another important issue in Japan, I decided to discuss 

it with Japanese participants.  According to some of them, social visibility is believed to be an 

important step to promoting queer rights in Japan.  As he was in his early 50s, J17 believed that 

“some people of my generation should come out to become role models for the younger 

generation, thereby encouraging those who isolate themselves from others to realise that they are 

not alone.  The more people who come out to participate in queer rights activism, the more others 

will feel comfortable accepting their queer identity.  This will make it possible to talk about 

queer-related issues in public.”  However, all Japanese participants agreed that revealing queer 

identity should not be mandatory.  While it is important, there are risks associated to being 

identified as queer, and the participants were aware of the potential negative impact.  J18, a gay 

man who already came out, informed me that “I think coming-out is important, but I do not think 

it is mandatory.  People should have a choice whether they want to do, and to whom they want to 

come out.”  J19, a transgender man who also came out, described that “coming-out is important 
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to queer rights activism, but it should not be mandatory.  For many people, it is difficult because 

Japanese society did not encourage people to have self-assertiveness”.   

 In my discussion with J10 and J11, a bisexual man and a lesbian who do not come out, 

said that they rarely saw Japanese celebrities publicly reveal their sexuality.  Like the argument 

of Ayumi Kaneko (2014, p. 260), J10 informed me that “the inability to reveal sexuality in public 

made it difficult for queer people to find role models that encouraged them to challenge 

traditional heteronormativity.”  J11 also added that “celebrities in other countries, such as the 

United States, can come out and promote the visibility of queer people, but in Japan celebrities 

cannot do so.  If they do, everyone will be shocked.”  Based on the interviews, revealing queer 

identity appears to be an important step to start the discussion about queer in public, but 

traditional restriction prevents Japanese queer people from doing so.  Japanese participants also 

perceived that the inability to reveal personal sexuality and queerness made Japan different from 

the West where, according to Japanese participants, people are able to easily discuss sexuality in 

public.  In regard to social visibility, I decided to focus on two political campaigns, namely Pride 

Parades and coming-out that Japanese queer rights activists use to raise awareness of their 

communities and rights-related issues.      

Pride Parades, Coming-Out and the Fear of Being Visible 

 According to Japanese participants, they believed that national traditions contribute to the 

restriction of freedom to reveal queer identities.  Some activist participants believe that revealing 

queer identity is an important to make progress of queer rights activism in Japan.  Generally, 

rights activists rely on imported political cultures to challenge traditional restriction.  For 

instance, according to J17, “it is important for queer people to have ‘pride’ (プライド) in their 

own identity”.  When he discussed changing perception of the majority, he used the term ‘pride’ 

to describe self-esteem and willingness to embrace one’s queer identity.  Western political 

cultures seem to inspire Japanese queer rights activists to use similar strategies in order to make 

changes.  However, according to the response of J21, who is a foreigner living in Japan, “many 
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queer rights activists in Japan are inspired by queer movements in the United States, but I think 

they only focus on the surface and not look deeper”.  As a researcher I notice that Japanese 

context is different from those of western countries, so directly using western political strategies 

may not solve all problems that Japanese queer people are facing.  Whilst I agree with J21, I do 

not intend to minimise the achievement of Japanese queer rights activists.  In discussing 

limitations of Pride Parades and coming-out, I aim to show the complex process of queer 

glocalisation that shapes Japanese queer politics.  Below I am going to show how Pride Parades 

and coming-out are blended in Japanese context, and how Japanese queer people respond to 

these imported political cultures.  

 Like many countries around the world, Japan also joined the wave of Pride Parades to 

challenge the dominant society.  As someone at the forefront of Pride-related events, J17 

informed me that “to challenge ignorance of queerness in Japanese society, I think it is important 

for queer people to have the courage to come out.  If we can gather in Pride Parade, people will 

recognise the existence of queer communities.  If we unite, we can make it possible to increase 

understandings about queerness in Japanese society.”  As Pride-related events are important to 

increase social visibility and start the discussion about queer in public, queer activists across 

Japan have promoted these events.  According to InterPride (2012, p. 7), Japan is one of the few 

countries in Asia that has a supportive environment to hold Pride Parades.  This enables Japanese 

queer support groups to hold events to gather people for political causes.  As a Thai, I find it 

impressive that Japan has various Pride-related events across the country.  I previously discussed 

in chapter six that Pride Parades in Thailand are rarer, and mostly Thai queer communities 

mainly focuses entertainment and celebrations.  During my observation of queer politics in 

Japan, the dedication of Japanese queer rights activists themselves to raise awareness of their 

communities by holding various Pride-related events impressed me, since it was rarer to find 

information about similar public activities when I was in Thailand.  In regard to the history of 

Pride events in Japan, on 28th August 1994, JILGA Japan held the Tokyo Lesbian Gay Parade 

(TLGP), which was the second Pride Parade in East and Southeast Asia (Watanabe, S., 2016).  In 

2012, Tokyo Rainbow Pride replaced TLGP by including the diversity of queer people in 
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addition to gay men and lesbians.  Each year the Tokyo Rainbow Parade attracts more than ten 

thousand participants from both within and outside Japan (Watanabe, S., 2016; Gordon, 2017).   

 Furthermore, J17 and J19, who actively promote Tokyo Rainbow Pride, frequently attend 

and support Pride-related events outside Tokyo, as other prefectures across Japan also have their 

own Pride-related events (Williams, 2017).  For example, in Hokkaido, the northernmost 

prefecture, the Sapporo Rainbow March+ started in 1996.  Numbers of participants have 

increased from around two hundred people to about a thousand people in the millennium 

(Rainbow March Sapporo, 2013).  Okinawa, a small island to the south, became another base of 

the Pink Dot event, which originated in Singapore.  Each year Pink Dot Okinawa can gather 

around one thousand guests from Japan and other countries (Williams, 2017).  Other prefectures 

namely Aomori, Miyagi, Aichi, Kangawa, Mie, Fukuoka, and Kumamoto also have Pride 

Parades that started around 2014 (Williams, 2017).  Superficially, Pride-related events in various 

prefectures in Japan appear to be ‘international’, as they embrace symbol of queer communities, 

namely rainbow flags and rainbow triangle.  These events also welcome people from foreign 

countries to join and participate in.  People in the parades also show political messages in both 

Japanese, English, and sometimes in other languages.  This seems to show that foreign queer 

political cultures can blend in with Japanese context, as these Pride-related events do not face 

strong opposition from the dominant society.     

 However, despite frequent and numerous Pride Parades, Japanese queer rights activists 

face obstacles in supporting these political events and promoting understanding of queerness in 

the dominant society.  Shō Watanabe (2017) describes how Japanese Pride Parades rely on 

financial support from various businesses.  However, as queerness is commonly portrayed in 

Japan as a fashionable issue, some businesses only support queer-related activities for 

commercial gain instead of improving queer people’s rights.  This demonstrates, as Suganuma 

(2012, pp. 135-136) argues, the way in which the visibility of queerness is framed by the gaze of 

the dominant society.  In the mainstream media, queerness is presented as unconventional and 

new in contrast to Japanese traditions.  After the gay boom in the 1990s, queerness has been 
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exploited by the media to entertain people, but not to raise awareness of gender and sexuality-

related rights issues.  Thus, if queer-related issues fail to attract the attention of the business 

sector, they may stop providing funding for queer rights related campaigns, which will affect the 

progress of queer rights activism.  Additionally, S. Watanabe (2017) also points out how the 

majority of parade staff are based in Tokyo and Osaka, which makes it more difficult for activists 

in other areas to start their own events without the support of those from major cities.  For 

instance, the Rainbow March+ in Sapporo already faced a hiatus due to the shortage of staff, 

before being resumed in 2017 (Watanabe, S., 2017; Williams, 2017).   

 Within the Japanese context, despite causing strong oppression on queer people, 

traditional heteronormativity does not oppress them in an obvious manner.  As argued by 

Suganuma (2012, p. 141), Japanese homophobia is ‘calm and quiet’ (otonashii - 大人しい), 

suggesting that the existence of queer cultures can be tolerated, but when the dominant society is 

provoked, it will take action to suppress queer communities with its non-confrontational 

mechanism.  That means even though Japan permits Pride Parades to widely exist in many 

prefectures, this does not really represent acceptance of queerness.  This parallels with 

information from other Japanese participants in my research.  Despite colourful queer nightlife 

and well-developed queer cultures, queer communities are still invisible to the majority.  J05 

pointed out that “Japan does have flourishing queer cultures and many gay scenes in big cities, 

but these areas are only lively at night and in the morning, people will not be there.”  In other 

words, queer communities are still separate from the dominant society where people live their 

routine lives.  J06 expressed a similar opinion that “for Japanese people in the dominant society, 

queer communities are perceived as the unknown world (知らない世界) from which they kept 

their distance”.  J03 also explained that “when Japanese people do not approve of something they 

would pretend it does not exist.  When Japanese people ignored queer communities they do not 

have to solve any problems related to queer people”.    
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 The information from the interviews shows that the development of queer rights activism 

in Japan can coexist with the ignorance of the majority regarding queer-related issues.  This 

coexistence can be seen as an interesting outcome from the interaction between western and 

Japanese cultures.  Although imported queer political cultures of Pride Parades enable Japanese 

queer rights movements to build their presence, their distinctiveness is unable to make the 

majority approve lifestyles that do not fit heteronormativity.  This is because ignorance is more 

used as a mechanism to make people conform to a singular set of rules.  The discussion about 

queerness in public is considered uncommon, and people in general are not encouraged to have 

knowledge of this topic.  In addition to the ignorance of the majority, another obstacle to queer 

rights activism comes from queer people.  According to Japanese participants who do not come 

out, they have never participated in any queer-related events in public, including political events 

and Pride Parades.  This suggests that despite importance of social visibility, some Japanese 

queer people do not feel comfortable taking risks by coming-out in public.  Whilst Pride-related 

events in Japan do not encounter any violent opposition, queer people as individuals have to bear 

strong pressure to hide their identity.  Amae individuality made it difficult for Japanese queer 

people to reveal their identity in public.  Despite its importance, publicly identifying oneself as 

queer goes against traditional values of queer people that have to prioritise social collectivity 

over personal freedom. 

 To increase awareness, some Japanese queer activists have created a campaign to 

encourage queer people to feel more comfortable with their own identity. “Out In Japan” is an 

example of coming-out support campaigns.  This project aims to empower the Japanese queer 

community and spread information and knowledge about it.  It has the goal of collecting 10,000 

portraits of queer people, as individuals or as couples, and welcomes both Japanese and 

foreigners who live in Japan or have Japanese partners.  According to the website, coming-out in 

Japan is “a step-by-step process, and timing and how it’s done is unique to each individual’s 

circumstances”.  The people who are behind this project recognise that “there are many who 

decide not to come out” (OUTINJAPAN, 2015).  This projects focuses on “shining the spotlight” 

on queer people and encouraging them to accept who they are and not to be afraid to be 
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themselves in public.  However, as I discussed in chapter five, coming-out is not an easy process 

for queer people, especially those who are not political activists.  At the same time, interviews 

with Japanese participants also showed that some political activists also had the same struggle to 

hide their queer identity.     

 Out of fifteen queer male participants in my Japan study, only four of them have fully 

come out and three have selectively come out to a few members of their families.  Some are 

more politically active, while the others cannot or choose not to participate in queer rights 

movements since they have to hide their sexual identity.  In professional spaces, J02, a gay male 

activist who is a salaryman, informed me that “I discovered my organisation from the Internet.  I 

jointed other members in some political activities, but my colleagues have no idea of my 

membership in a queer organisation.  I never come out to them.”  J02’s case also parallels with 

my discussion in chapter five about the pressure that Japanese queer men have to handle at work, 

especially salarymen who are in highly patriarchal environment.  The rest of the participants did 

not feel comfortable enough to reveal their sexual identity to their family or friends.  In one case, 

J07 even emphasised that “I do not have a plan to come out at all” (する予定もない).   

 Besides gay men, other identity groups also shared the same fear.  Participants who 

identify themselves as lesbian and bisexual also experience social pressures that discourage them 

from revealing their sexual identities.  J4, J10, J11 and J13, who represented bisexual and lesbian 

communities, reported that prejudice against lesbians and bisexual people was not as high, and 

they never experienced discrimination themselves.  However, none of them feel comfortable 

enough to come out.  From my observation, it was possible that age might be a factor that could 

reduce the likelihood of coming-out.  As the majority of my participants were in their early to 

mid-twenties and some still lived with their parents, relationships with their families could be 

one of their main concerns.  As described by J10, “coming-out possibly has a negative impact on 

relationships with the parents of queer youths, so I think this risk prevents many queer people 

from coming-out, especially younger people”.  Unlike other participants, J19 is a unique case 

due to his transgender identity.  He described that “it is more difficult for transgender people to 
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hide their gender identity, because people can easily recognise their identity by just seeing (見た

目にわかってしまう)”.  Thus, when he decided to live according to his gender, he chose to 

come out.  In the case of J19, he is one of the foremost figures in transgender activist 

movements, so he is willing to risk himself to raise awareness of transgender people in Japan.    

 Some queer-support groups in Japan focus on queer people’s struggle to live in the 

dominant society.  For instance from the website of Centre for Human Rights Education and 

Training (人権教育啓発推進センター) (2016), one documentary touches on the issue of the 

anxiety of two Japanese queer people who attempt to hide themselves by conforming to 

traditional gender roles.  In the first case, a female student is teased by fellow male students for 

being interested in boyish activities such as playing soccer.  Her uneasiness increases when she 

finds herself losing courage to talk about her problem with her closest friend.  Isolation and the 

inability to conform to traditional roles became the cause of her anxiety.  In the other case, a 

salaryman, who always works hard and is usually praised for his dedication to his work, 

experiences difficulties when he gets older.  His boss starts thinking about arranging marriage for 

him to support the promotion of his career path.  Situations become more complicated when a 

rival in the same company accidentally witnesses this man holding hands with his male partner.  

The rival gives him a hint that his secret is known, and could be revealed at any time.  This 

makes him unable to outwork his rival, as he is afraid that the secret will be leaked.   

 In both cases shown in this documentary, queer people choose to keep their identities 

secret, and have to handle social pressure on their own due to the lack fo social supports.  Even 

though in the second case, the salaryman decided to reveal his identity to one elder female 

colleague who can helps him avoid uncomfortable situations, he still cannot fully come out at 

work as he has to protect his professional life.  In reality, to protect their professions and to blend 

in with the majority, some queer people also decided to use a camouflage marriage (偽造結婚 - 

gizō kekkon) or a friendship marriage (友情結婚 - yūjō kekkon), which is a non-sexual 

partnership between a man and a woman, to hide their identity (LIBRA, 2016, p. 8).  Thus, they 
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can still benefit from being part of the dominant society and they do not have to come out.  From 

my observation, it is also easy to find information or even the service of friendship marriage 

online.  For instance, according to a website Colorus Friendship Bridal, it is estimated that “1% 

of 120 million of Japanese population have potential to have a friendship marriage”.  This 

includes “heterosexual people who do not want to have sex or cannot have sex, as well as 7.6% 

of sexual minorities, or 1 out of 4 people in this group” (Colorus, 2014).   

 The Inochi Respect White Ribbon Campaign (いのちリスペト・ホワイトリボン・

キャンペーン) (2014, pp. 1-4; p. 7) reports the result of a 2013 survey on different groups of 

609 sexual minorities aged between 10 and 35, living in the Kantō region which includes Tokyo 

and surrounding prefectures.  According to the report, 53% of queer people who were born male 

and 31% of queer people who were born female chose not to discuss their queer identity with 

anyone.  When they witnessed bullying at school, the majority of participants (71%-87%) chose 

not to do anything.  Some (17%-38%), especially males, chose to laugh along with the incident 

so they would not be bullied in the future.  Less than 20% told the bully to stop teasing or 

making fun of others.  This suggests that some queer people choose to pretend to be one of the 

majority to avoid possible discrimination.  The report of the Inochi Respect White Ribbon 

Campaign also shows that those who were bullied at school report become less trusting of others 

or feeling uncomfortable whenever thinking about the past incident (Inochi Respect White 

Ribbon Campaign, 2014, p. 12).  Furthermore, according to an Amnesty International Report 

(2017), the lack of understanding in Japanese society and lack of support in personal 

relationships result in self-blame and self-harm among queer people.  This puts them at high risk 

of committing suicide.      

 J01 could be considered an example of some who was under strong social pressure to 

hide his sexual identity from others.  According to him, “my personality is different from the 

stereotypical male, because I am quite feminine.  This made me a target of bullying when I was 

young.”  J01 is a member of Group D that is an activist queer organisation.  He devotes himself 
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to queer rights activism, and have knowledge about queer related issues inside and outside Japan.  

However, his awareness of queer rights alone cannot urge him to risk coming out in public.  

Moreover, he also reported that “even now it is still common for some queer youths to 

experience bullying at school”.  One recent example of the impact of social pressure led to the 

suicide of a student at the Graduate School of Law of Hitotsubashi University in August 2016.  

The victim jumped from a school building after his friend revealed his sexuality to other 

classmates.  The student accepted his own homosexuality, but after realising that his classmates 

were homophobic he tried his best to hide his sexuality from others.  One of his friends who 

knew about his sexuality, told him that his secret had been told to a few more people, resulting in 

his being bullied by his classmates.  The student later committed suicide after being unable to 

handle his own fear and anxiety (Watanabe, K., 2016; Amnesty International, 2017, p. 6).    

 Modern technology allows queer people to interact and connect with each other better, 

and according to all Japanese participants who are in their 20s and 30s, enabled them to find 

information about the groups they are now members of.  In addition, they also use the Internet to 

access various information about queer rights and queer communities in Japan and other 

countries.  J12 informed me that “the Internet is a good source to access various information 

about queer and what happens in other countries.”  Like J12, other participants in the same age 

also mentioned using the Internet to learn about queer rights and other queer-related issues.  

However, J12 and some participants in their 20s choose not to come out.  Furthermore, from my 

observation, modern technology is also convenient enough to enable some queer people to be 

part of public activities without leaving their home, protecting themselves from possible 

discriminations.  For instance, some queer support websites, such as Buzzfeed Japan also 

broadcast Pride Parades by using 360-degree cameras, which enables people to feel as if they are 

walking in the parade.  As argued by Suganuma (2006, pp. 9-11), the Internet and smartphones 

enable queer people to access information about queer rights inside and outside the country.  

They can also connect with other queer people without revealing their identity in public.  This 

arguably makes them aware of queer rights and allows them to unite with fellow queer people to 

bring about social change.  Unfortunately though, some queer people are satisfied simply with 
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connecting with each other within their own personal spaces, but do not desire to participate in 

rights movements in public (Suganuma, 2006, pp. 9-11).  In other words, modern technology 

does increase knowledge about queer and facilitate communication between queer people, but it 

does not eliminate traditional influences that made Japanese people choose not to challenge 

common values to conserve social homogeneity. 

 Furthermore, Suganuma (2006, pp. 9-11) discusses the reduction in social pressure on 

Japanese people to conform to traditional gender roles.  The birth rate in Japan has declined, the 

age of marriage has increased, and more people choose to stay single.  As I discussed in chapter 

five, some 21st century heterosexual young men have started abandoning traditional male gender 

roles, such as being unafraid to show their gentle and emotional side, not focusing on sex, and 

showing more interest in beauty and nature (Morioka, 2013, p. 3, pp. 5-7, pp. 14-15; Fotache, 

2016, p. 182).  Consequently, as these characteristics became more common, it is easier for queer 

men to blend in with the majority without coming out.  Whilst this social phenomenon of the 

new millennium reduces pressure on queer people, it also decreases the drive to participate in 

rights activism, in contrast to the 1980s or 1990s when queer people encountered more rights-

related problems.  As a result Japanese queer rights activism has become less active and less 

radical (Suganuma, 2006, pp. 9-11).  The discussion about these issues suggests that the social 

conditions of the new millennium, which are supposed to facilitate queer people in uniting and 

mobilising political movements, do not show the expected results.  Instead, queer people 

willingly choose to keep their identities to themselves and quietly blend in with others, rather 

than confronting the dominant society. 

 For Japanese queer rights activists, Pride Parades and coming-out can be seen as practical 

political campaigns that can increase awareness and visibility of queer communities.  On the 

bright side, Japan has high tolerance enough for queer rights activists to hold some political 

events in public, and they do not face aggressive opposition from the dominant society.  

However, for non-activist queer people and some queer rights activists, Japanese society does not 

encourage them to reveal their identity to others.  This made some Japanese queer people avoid 
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participating in queer-related activities in public.  Whilst some queer support organisations 

consider Pride Parades and coming-out important approaches to challenge traditional 

heteronormativity, these political campaigns are not practical for some queer people.  Ishimaru 

Kēichirō (2017, p. 25) describes how being known as different from the majority can limit the 

freedom of the minority, while those who are part of an “invisible minority” (見えないマイノリ

ティ) can still live ‘normally’ in Japanese society.  This results in some Japanese queer people 

choosing not to come out, and prefer blending in with the majority to avoid discriminations at 

interpersonal level.  Even though hiding appears to be a convenient way to survive in the 

dominant society, it does not actually solve problems in long term.  As reported by Amnesty 

International (2017, p. 9), Japan is lacking in legal mechanisms for individuals to seek redress for 

discrimination based on transgender identity and sexual orientation.  Also, the fear of 

stigmatisation and social alienation discourages queer people from publicly seeking help.  

However, the risk is inevitable when they have to reveal their gender identity or sexual 

orientation to use certain services, especially in the case of natural disasters.  According to the 

Iwate Rainbow Network (岩手レインボー・ネットワーク), transgender people have problems 

using or accessing temporary facilities, such as public toilets or gender-specific sanitary 

products, after disaster evacuation.  Some of them choose not to request specific supplies such as 

hormone treatment, to conceal their gender identity.  Same-sex couples are unable to access 

information about their partners, as the law does not recognise their relationships.  This prevents 

them from knowing whether their partners are safe or not (Amnesty International, 2017, p. 22).  

The rights of queer people during and after natural disasters is a prime example of how Japanese 

queer people are not protected by law, and in this case hiding does not solve the problem.        

Exclusiveness of Labelling and Tōjisha 

 In addition to showing queer identity to others or in public, I consider labelling an 

important aspect of social visibility.  In chapter five, I discussed tōjisha, Japanese queer political 

culture that contributes to the clear distinction between queer communities and the dominant 
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society.  While it helps in uniting some queer people together, it excludes others from the 

discussion of queer rights issues.  This is because only a few people are able to claim their stories 

and their opinions as valid and accurate representations of queer experiences.  In addition, some 

queer people who do not share similar opinions as the mainstream queer rights activists find it 

difficult to join this discussion.  From the view of mainstream queer rights activists in Japan, I 

earlier showed that Pride Parades and coming-out are used to challenge the suppression of the 

dominant society.  Thus, for them, it is important to maintain a clear distinction in order to 

increase social visibility - and that is seen as an important step to change the perception of 

Japanese people towards queerness.  Labelling is a way to express yourself and communicate to 

others, and made them understand who you are.  In chapter five, I also discussed the fact that 

Japanese queer rights activists attempt to re-appropriate imported queer identity labels to use as 

more political accurate terms, and to challenge traditional slang that activists view as 

discriminatory.  From my observation, LGBT is commonly used in queer support organisations.  

Since I am aware of how Japan has its interpretation of individuality, or the absence of 

individuality, I decided to discuss their perception of labelling and membership in queer 

communities with Japanese participants.           

 As I discussed the perception of LGBT acronym, responses from Japanese participants 

were diverse, but their answers provided different reasons why LGBT is not an inclusive label.  

J08 informed me that “I prefer the term sexual minority (セクシャル・マイノリティー) to 

LGBT, because it is more inclusive.”  Based on his response, the minority status of queer people 

is believed to be a characteristic that they can all share, since they cannot fit in the dominant 

values of heteronormativity.  Various queer support websites also present queer people as the 

minority by estimating their population numbers when compared to the majority.  The website of 

the Centre for Human Rights Education and Training demonstrates that the number of sexual 

minorities in Japan is around 3-5% of the population.  On the official website of a film Coming 

Out (Reiz International, 2014), the section “What is LGBT?” (LGBTとは？) calculates that 

LGBT people in Japan represent 2-10% of the Japanese population.  On the website of the Out In 
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Japan project, the amount of LGBT people was estimated at 7.6% of the Japanese population in 

2015.  It also compares this number to that of left-handed or blood type AB people, which was 

about 7% of the population (OUTINJAPAN, 2015).  For an example of transgenderism, the 

Japanese official website of Miss International Queen shows that “presently in 2018, there is 1 

transgender person in 100 people in Japan”, highlighting a really small number of transgender 

populations in Japanese society.  I agree that minoritising queer people is another practical way 

to make others recognise them, and idealistically society should provide queer people legal 

support as they are ‘the minority’.  However, making queer identities fixed and finite has 

limitations. 

 I discussed with Japanese participates the issue of queer people who avoid using labels.  

The most common response pointed out how strong social pressure can discourage them from 

labelling themselves.  For instance, J06 described that “social pressure is a possible cause that 

prevented some queer people from labelling themselves.  I believe that there are queer people out 

there who do not use LGBT to identify themselves”.  J21, who has actively participated in 

Japanese queer rights activism, also informed me that “most of my colleagues do not want to 

come out, and they have no intention to associate with LGBT activism.  Thus, they do not use the 

acronym, and prefer a term like ‘not heterosexual’ (ヘテロじゃない) instead.”  From my 

understanding, whilst the ‘not heterosexual’ label can suggest that this group of people do not 

conform to traditional heteronormativity, they are able to keep their identity ambiguous.  They do 

not have to associate with definition of the acronym LGBT.  As discussed by McLelland (2000, 

p. 164; p. 169), some Japanese men did not label themselves as either gay or bisexual despite 

having sexual relationships with men.  This raises a question as to whether all queer people are 

willing to accept themselves as ‘the minority’.   

 In addition to social pressure, some people are not familiar with the acronym LGBT, 

because they understand it as being associated with queer liberation movements, especially the 

older generation.  For instance, J08 gave an example that “some older homosexual men still use 

okama or homo, which queer activists perceived as a discriminatory term.  Imported identity 
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labels, such as LGBT, are too political for them.”  Like J08, J15 provided additional information 

on this issue that “I have known queer men who are in their 30s and 40s.  They are not interested 

in queer rights activism, but they will spend time in other types of gay communities, like gay 

scene in Ni Chōme (one of famous gay districts in Tokyo)”.  Similarly, Suganuma (2012, pp. 

145-146) also shows how the westernised strategies of OCCUR in the 1990s that explicitly 

presented themselves as foreign, western and different, failed to gain support from Japanese 

queer people in general.  Some queer rights activist movements require members and supporters 

to explicitly rebel against Japanese traditions, which some queer people are not fully comfortable 

joining.  Another interesting response also came from J15 who was reluctant to identify himself 

as ‘gay’.  He described that “gay (ゲイ) is just a convenient term to describe my sexuality, but I 

think the line between sexual orientation (性的指向) and self-recognition of one’s gender 

identity (性自認) is blurred.  I am not really sure whether the term gay can describe myself 

perfectly, because I am different from typical gay men.  I also think that my identity can change.  

Tomorrow I possibly identify myself with another word.  I even think about using o-nē (オネエ - 

‘Big Sister’) because I can feel related to female characters or singers when I watch movies or 

listen to the music”.  Although J15 claimed that he might not be able to represent LGBT people 

and he was not an expert in this topic, his response reflects an important issue of exclusiveness 

and division within Japanese queer communities.  

 Maree (2013, pp. 99-100) discusses that o-nē or ‘big sister’ has become an important 

archetype of personality or character in Japanese mainstream media.  O-nē is known for being 

the parody of femininity and the main stereotype of effeminate homosexual men and transgender 

women.  People under this label have to be highly aesthetic, flamboyant and humorous.  

According to J15, his reason of choosing o-nē as a possible label is his feeling that can be related 

to females.  Although he did not describe himself as flamboyant or fashionable like typical o-nē 

stereotypes, this label leaves spaces for his emotions that he described as ‘feminine’.  The 

division between gay and o-nē appears to parallel a similar binary of okama and homo during the 

1970s, which I previously discussed in chapter five.  As the gay label is now politicised as a label 

�178



of homosexual men to challenge a traditional slang of okama, which refer to effeminate 

homosexual men.  Thus, some queer men understand gay as an exclusive label for those who are 

conventionally masculine.  Examples of older queer men and J15’s case can be seen as an 

example of rigid interpretation of gay identity in Japanese context.  I discussed in chapter five 

that gay and transgender identities are defined as two separate identities by queer rights 

movements.  The redefined gay identity is for conventional masculine homosexual men, and 

transgender refers to people whose gender identity does not match the body they were born in.   

 In chapter five, I earlier discussed tōjisha and how it contributed to essentialism of the 

mainstream queer rights activism.  The above mentioned examples show the impact of this 

political culture that leads to the exclusion of some queer people from using certain identity 

labels.  In this case, gay is seen as a politicised identity for people who support queer liberation, 

and represents a political accurate identity label of masculine homosexual men who do not 

embrace effeminacy as part of them.  Tōjisha also shows that western queer political cultures that 

promote pride of personal identity have been adjusted to Japanese political cultures.  The product 

of this cultural hybridisation is the creation of queer rights activist movements that attempt to 

make the dominant society recognise queer communities.  At the same time, the combination of 

western-styled labelling and tōjisha-sei contributed to rigid understandings about queer 

identities.  This also leads to exclusivity in Japanese queer politics that makes it difficult for non-

queer people, or hi-tōjisha, and queer people who do not share the same opinions as the 

mainstream queer rights activists to join the conversation.  The progress of Japanese queer rights 

activism relies on understandings of others and support from people in queer communities.  

However, tōjisha-sei of the mainstream queer rights activism prevents it from reaching these 

goals.                 

2.3 LGB + T & X — The Invisibility of Transgender and X-gender People 

 From different queer identity groups in Japan, I especially highlight transgender 

communities due to the fact that they have the lowest levels of social visibility and a different 
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political goal from homo- and bisexual political movements.  Also, as I discussed with respect to 

the exclusiveness of Japanese queer rights activism in the previous section, transgender 

communities also consist of members who have different perceptions towards their gender 

identity.  Unfortunately, some are not represented in the mainstream transgender politics.  In 

regard to queer glocalisation, the imported Gender Identity Disorder (GID) is the main focus in 

this section, because of its political significance in enabling transgender people to be recognised 

and included in the dominant society.  In chapter five, I showed how GID successfully adjusted 

itself to Japanese context, and shaped Japanese transgender political movements that accepts the 

pathologisation of transgenderism.  It also conserves the gender binary within the dominant 

society.       

 I discussed in chapter five how transgenderism, cross-dressing, and androgyny have 

existed in Japanese culture, especially in performing arts and entertainment, since the pre-

modern era (McLelland, 2003, p. 217; Mitsuhashi, 2006, pp. 221-224; Wieringa,2007, pp. 

36-38).  However, cross-dressers and gender-ambiguous individuals only limit their existence to 

the entertainment industry.  People who do not conform to traditional gender roles are not visible 

in Japanese society.  I also earlier discussed ‘social withdrawer’ or hikikomori in regard to people 

who abstain from any social interaction for a long time.  As well as examples such as the 

inability to find a full-time job, Toshihide Tanaka (2017) describes how there are also sexual 

minorities who have become hikikomori.  Although the visibility of cross-dressing tarento in 

mainstream media is high and support groups of queer people have increased, it is difficult for 

young people to reveal their unconventional identity while avoiding becoming “joke 

material” (ネタ).  The lack of sufficient social support discourages some queer youths from 

attending school and they have become hikikomori.  This seemed to reduce the possibility to 

meet transgender people in Japanese society.  During my time in Japan I was not able to 

interview any transgender participants in person, except for J19 who I gave an interview via 

email.  Therefore, instead I talked with Japanese interviewees about the small number of 

transgender people in their groups and in Japanese queer communities in general.   
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 The influence of social pressure that forces transgender people to hide can also be seen 

within other queer communities.  According to participants in both Osaka and Tokyo, the 

majority of people in their groups are gay men and there are only a few transgender members. 

J05, who is the founder of his organisation, informed me that “our group used to have a few 

transgender members.  We only have three of them now.”  Similarly, J10 and J11 estimated that 

“most members in our group are gay men.  The second highest group is a combination of 

lesbians, bisexual women and a few bisexual men.  Transgender members are the minority.”  

When it comes to political movements, homosexual and transgender activists can work together 

to promote social visibility.  This can be seen in how J17, a gay activist, and J19, a transgender 

activist, work together to hold Pride Parades.  However, different political concerns possibly 

under-represent transgender people in the queer communities that are dominated by cisgender 

people.  When discussing difference and invisibility in queer communities, some Japanese 

participants believed that transgender people have different political goals from the other identity 

groups.  For example, J03 described the expression ‘LGB+T’ that “in queer rights activist 

movements, transgender people are sometimes treated as an addition to LGB”.  J08 also pointed 

out that “transgender activists generally focus on the topic of gender reassignment surgery and 

recognition of their gender, so different political goals have possibly led to divisions between 

transgender, homosexual and bisexual people, who have different concerns such as same-sex 

marriage”.     

 As the only participant from the transgender community, J19 provided additional 

information about their invisibility in Japanese society.  J19 described that in his opinion, “the 

community of transgender men is larger and more visible, while transgender women who do not 

work in the night life industry (mizu shōbai - 水商売) are few, and largely invisible”.  According 

to him, "queer people who were born male were generally the target of prejudice and 

discrimination.  As he described, “social pressure seems to impact upon the visibility of 

transgender women, which possibly suggests why it is quite difficult to approach transgender 

women outside the nightlife industry”.  This information from J19 seems to be parallel to the 

research findings of McLelland (2003, p. 208, p. 212; 2010, p. 7), Mitsuhashi (2006, p. 202, p. 
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219) and McDermott (2013, pp. 218-219) who find that the transgender community is invisible 

to people in the dominant society, and transgender people mostly exist in the underground 

community of the entertainment and nightlife industries.  Moreover, Kaneko (2014) provides a 

possible reason why it is difficult for transgender people in Japan to come out: their identity 

appears to be difficult to approve of in the dominant society where only cisgender male and 

female are recognised.  When gender identity is defined by physical sex, transgender people are 

unable to fully become either male or female even after gender reassignment surgery.  This 

makes it difficult for the majority to accept transgender people, which discourages them from 

coming-out.       

 I discussed with J19 the diversity of transgender identity labels in Japan.  Originally he 

only knew onabe (オナベ), which can be roughly translated as “butch” in English.  He explained 

that “after I learnt about Gender Identity Disorder, I identify myself as a transgender man or FtM 

(female to male transgender).  In my opinion, other terms such as onabe, okama and new-half, 

are used as labels (名前 — name) for people who work in the nightlife industry, and they should 

not be used to represent transgender identities”.  J19’s response can represent an instance of the 

political appropriation of transgender identity labels, by rejecting others that queer rights 

activists perceive as discriminating.  At the same time, his perception excludes onabe, okama, 

and new-half as possible categories of queer people.  I also discussed GID discourse with J19 

since Japan is a unique case where transgender activists have successfully used GID to advocate 

for social inclusiveness (Nakamura, 2012, p. 6, pp. 12-14; McDermott, 2013, p. 180).  As an 

activist who accepts himself as a person with GID, J19 believed that “the GID concept provides 

benefits to transgender rights movements.  Although it meant that some people understood 

transgender people to be patients or people with a disorder, it increased awareness of our 

existence in Japanese society and resulted in more attention being paid to us”.  In his opinion, 

“Japanese society appears to understand (gender identity) disorder (障害) more neutrally when 

compared to the negative view of homosexuality.  Thus, it was easier for Japanese society to 

accept people with GID than homosexuality”.  According to Masae Torai (Oe et. al., 2011, p. 
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190), due to the success of GID promoting movements, some activists attempted to use the term 

Sexual Orientation Disorder (SOD) to support the coming-out of homosexual people, but this 

attempt failed.  Consequently, at the time of writing only transgender activists can benefit from 

their disability/disorder status.       

 As I discussed in chapter five, whilst transgender communities are generally invisible in 

Japanese society, the success of GID support movements increased the recognition of 

transgender people.  This foreign medical discourse describes transgenderism as an inborn 

symptom, and when transgender activists use tōjisha-sei to only support transgenderism from 

one sex to the other, their movements exclude other interpretations of transgenderism.  This 

leaves gender ambiguity the representation of negative stereotypes by both homosexual and 

transgender activists.  As I discussed earlier, androgyny, gender ambiguity, and cross-dressing 

have been part of Japanese traditions since pre-modern era, and these qualities could be found in 

earlier forms of queer identity labels during the early post-war Japan.  However, GID support 

transgender movements mainly promotes the adjustment of transgender people to the dominant 

society by fitting them into the gender binary, leaving gender-queer people invisible and 

excluded.  The combination of imported GID concept and tōjisha political cultures contributes to 

essentialist understandings about transgenderism.  Some Japanese people might believe that the 

best way to support transgender people is to fit them in either male or female category, but 

overlooks the possibility to live outside the gender binary.   

 Within Japanese queer communities, there are some people who desire not to identify 

with any gender at all and create another label to identify themselves.  The website of the Out In 

Japan campaign shows that besides LGBT, there is also the letter X to signify people who do not 

identify themselves as any gender (OUTINJAPAN, 2015).  For transgender people, FtM refers to 

female-to-male transgender, and MtF is for male-to-female transgender.  For x-gender 

individuals, FtX and MtX are the terms used to describe people who were born female and male, 

and have decided to live as neither.  X in this case, as described by Katsuragi Sachiko (2014), is 

similar to the symbol of unknown values in mathematics or a blank space that cannot be filled by 
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anything.  According to Hana Ōtaguro (2009, p. 2), x-gender refers to a group of people who 

identify themselves as bi-gender (両性), gender-neutral (中性) or genderless (無性).  Besides X 

on the websites of some LGBT support organisations, Q is added to the acronym and refers to 

questioning, or people who are in the process of finding their own gender or sexual identity.  As 

an x-gender participant, J12 distinguished x-gender identity from questioning.  J12 explained that 

“questioning is used to describe people who are uncertain about their gender identity or 

sexuality, but x-gender people realised that their identity is ambiguous (あいまい) and that they 

could live with this complexity”.  From J21’s perspective, “x-gender is not much different from 

the concept of gender-queer that is generally used in western societies, except that the term x-

gender is more recognised in Japan”. 

 New gender categories that cannot fit into either male or female have gained more 

attention in Japanese society (Ōtaguro 2009, pp. 1-2; Suganuma, 2014, p. 247).  However, 

academic research in the area is scant.  Also, Japanese society still does not recognise the 

existence of this group of people.  Ōtaguro argues that Japanese society is framed by the gender 

binary and the correlation of physical sex, gender and sexual orientation.  This makes it difficult 

for some people to recognise that gender identity is not limited to male and female.  The lack of 

recognition of x-gender people also leads to the under-representation of their problems and 

concerns.  When compared to people with GID, this is easier to understand when some people 

desire to become the other sex, but not easy to imagine that some want to be either both genders, 

or neither of them, making this group of people even more invisible or misunderstood than 

transgender people who identify themselves as either male or female.  J12 described that “x-

gender is under-recognised even within queer communities.  It is still difficult for Japanese 

people to clearly understand how to live beyond the framework of gender binary”.  General 

comments from others about J12’s gender identity included that it involved “thinking too 

much” (kangae-sugi 考えすぎ).  From their view, gender is supposed to be unthinkable because 

there were only male and female genders to choose from.  In addition to x-gender individuals, 

Ōtaguro (2009, pp. 2-3) describes how the concept of gender binary also impacts upon the 
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existence of Japanese intersex people who are forced to be either male or female.  J05 also 

discussed with me that “I want intersex people in Japan to come out more, because they are still 

invisible.  Not many people are aware of their existence, and have no knowledge about intersex.”  

Ōtaguro suggests that it is important for Japanese society to recognise the diversity of humans to 

support the quality of life of transgender, intersex, x-gender and other groups of queer people.  

The success of GID in promoting transgender movements suggests that imported knowledge can 

lead to transformation, but only if it does not radically affect traditional orders.  However, 

tōjisha-sei of GID support movements conserves the influences of the traditional gender binary 

and excludes queer identities that challenge the dominant values from political realm. 

3. Intersectionality in Japanese Queer Communities                          

 In chapter five I selected ethnicity and gender as two examples of identities that could 

make the experiences of people in Japan different.  In the interviews with Japanese participants, I 

also discussed with them the intersection of multiple identities and how this produces diverse 

experiences.  In prior fieldwork in Japan, I have searched for further information about 

minorities within Japanese queer communities, for instance, on the website of LGBT Youth 

Japan (2013) that presents the term double minority (ダブル・マイノリティ) which refers to 

“the minority within the minority” (マイノリティの中でもさらにマイノリティ).  Identities 

that can result in queer people experiencing multiple oppression include being female (女性), 

poverty (貧困), or disability (障害).  Queer people who are foreigners (外国人) or indigenous 

people (先住民) who live in Japan also have a tendency to become a double minority.  While 

some queer support websites touch on this issue, some Japanese participants describe how 

recognition of the intersection of multiple identities is less common in Japan.   For example, J12 

described that “topics such as ethnicity, nationality or race, for instance, are separated from 

sexuality in public discussion, so it is uncommon to talk about intersectionality of multiple 

identities in Japan”.  From my observation, diversity among queer people in Japan is less 
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obvious, and the multiple oppression of queer people seems to be displayed through the 

invisibility of such groups. 

Ethnicity and Nationality   

 As Japan has a reputation for being a mono-ethnic society, I decided to raise this issue in 

the discussion with Japanese participants.  According to previous researches of Suganuma (2014, 

p. 248) and Iino (2007, pp. 71-72), social homogenisation contributes to the invisibility of ethnic 

minorities in Japan, as I discussed in chapter five, but at the same time this also made them 

invisible in queer communities.  Iino (2007, pp. 71-72) gives an example of Zainichi Korean 

lesbians in Japan who are overlooked by the majority in lesbian communities.  Since queer 

politics still focuses on sexuality-based rights, it is not easy to access information about the 

intersection between ethnicity and queerness.  Almost all participants informed me that they had 

never heard about queer people who also belonged to ethnic minorities.  J08 explained that 

“ethnicity is still a sensitive topic in Japan, and it is difficult to recognise people of ethnic 

minority for a number of reasons”.  Similar to the observation of Murphy-Shigematsu (2008, p. 

290, p. 296), J08 gave as an example that “some Zainichi Koreans have both Japanese and 

Koreans names.  In public, they will use Japanese names and speak Japanese, but at home they 

might use Korean names and speak Korean with their families”.  J13 also explained that 

“sometimes it might be possible to notice Zainichi Koreans or other ethnic minorities based on 

their physical features, but it was considered impolite to directly ask them about ethnicity”.  This 

information suggests that even if I had already recruited participants who were members of 

ethnic minorities, some might not feel comfortable enough to reveal their ethnicity to me.   

  Due to this difficulty, my information about these minority groups in Japanese queer 

communities was restricted to what I obtained from participants who have friends or know 

acquaintances who are from ethnic minorities.  For instance, according to J03, “some ethnic 

minorities in queer communities preferred to hide their ethnicity”.  J03 told me that “I have a gay 

Zainichi Korean friend.  I did not know that he was Korean, until we travelled together and I saw 

�186



that he was holding a Korean passport.  My friend did not tell others about his ethnicity.  He only 

reveals it to people he can trust”.  J07 provided another possible reason why it was difficult to 

find ethnic minorities in Japanese queer communities.  J07 believed that “Japanese resident 

foreigners and indigenous people are generally financially inferior and mostly lived in separate 

communities”.  This possibly prevented them from having access to the broader queer 

community.  Similarly, the discussion with participants in Group D suggested that indigenous 

people, like working class people and people in rural areas, might be unable to access knowledge 

about queerness.  This suggests multilayered oppression due to the intertwining of ethnicity and 

socio-economic status.   

 Information from other participants suggests that queer communities can adjust 

themselves to internationalism and are open to foreign cultures.  Some queer-support groups, 

such as Group D and Group E also welcome queer people from other countries who are currently 

living in Japan, to be their members.  From my personal experience during research fieldwork, 

organisations of my participants were really welcoming; although some did not permit me to go 

to their locations to protect the privacy of other members.  This possibly shows that some 

Japanese queer people can overlook ethnic or national differences and are willing to work with 

other queer people who are from other backgrounds.  J19 explained that “I have one half-Thai 

half-Japanese and one Zainichi Korean transgender male friend who work together in the same 

movement.  I do not think that ethnic diversity affects our rights activism”.  The ignorance of 

ethnic diversity might be regarded as a positive characteristic of Japanese queer communities, in 

that they can advocate unity among their members regardless of ethnic and cultural backgrounds.  

However, when ethnic minorities in Japanese society are not willing to reveal their ethnicity due 

to the fear of being different (Murphy-Shigematsu, 1993; 2008; Ishimaru, 2017), it is also 

possible that their experience of queer communities is hidden.  Also, whilst almost all 

participants did not perceive that ethnicity or nationality would affect experiences of queer 

people, the experiences of J21 suggested otherwise.  Despite living in Japan for long time and 

being able to speak Japanese fluently, J21 explained that “I believe that Japanese people easily 

accept my sexuality, because I am a foreigner.  However, in my experience it is not that easy for 
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Japanese queer communities to accept newcomers.  I have problems blending in many occasions.  

One of the reasons is because I am shy, but Japanese people expect that all westerners have to be 

outgoing”.  Information from J21 suggests that although overlooking ethnic or national diversity 

can lead to unity in some cases, this also produces lack of awareness and exclusion.   

Gender and Sexuality 

 According to the interviews with Japanese participants, gender was mentioned as another 

factor that can affect experiences of queer people.  Gay male participants believed that social 

privilege could be another reason why their cultures and communities appeared to be more 

visible when compared to those of lesbians.  For instance, J17 described that “gay men have 

more freedom to express their sexuality such as going to nightclubs or seeking sexual partners, 

while women, regardless of sexual orientation, are not expected to be as sexually expressive”.  In 

addition, other participants also pointed out other aspects of different experiences due to gender.  

J08 informed me that “gender gap is still an important issue in Japanese society.  Regardless of 

sexual orientation, women have less economic and professional opportunities when compared to 

men.”  J08’s responses parallel the observation of Lebra (2007, p. 258) that when women are not 

promoted in their career in the same way as men, some choose to become housewives and fully 

rely on their male partner’s income instead (Lebra, 2007, p. 258).  J09, as an only lesbian 

representative in this research, expressed her concerns that “I am still uncertain about my future.  

Currently, Japan still does not legalise same-sex marriage.  Traditionally, women were generally 

expected to marry in order to derive income.  It will be difficult for me and my partner to live as 

a couple.  It is also more difficult for us to earn enough to be financially independent as 

compared to men, because men are expected to work and become the providers”.  J09’s answer 

seems to support the findings of Saori Kamano and Diana Khor (2011, pp. 149-150) that unlike 

gay men who have more sexual freedom and stereotypically pay less attention to long-term 

relationships, Japanese lesbians focus especially on the stability of partnership and mutual 

support, due to the lack of professional opportunities for women.   
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 The impact of gender difference on experiences is different in transgender communities.  

As mentioned above, J19 informed me that the visibility of transgender men in Japanese society 

is higher, because being born as female made them avoid being the main target of traditional 

heteronormativity.  Conversely, transgender women mainly remain in nightlife businesses in the 

underground communities, despite having high visibility in the mainstream media as flamboyant 

and funny figures.  Based on responses from J01, effeminacy and femininity make queer people 

who were physically born male obvious targets of bullying and other forms of discrimination, 

making them avoid showing these qualities in public.  In addition to gender, as I am aware of 

conflicts that happened between kathoey and kathoey-lesbian in Thailand, I decided to ask J19 

whether the same issue could be found in Japanese transgender communities.  J19 responded that 

“knowledge about homosexual transgender people in Japan is still really low”.  This suggests 

that visibility of this group of transgender people is lower than heterosexual transgender people, 

whose visibility is already really low in Japanese society.          

Other Identities 

 It appeared from the interviews that the majority of Japanese participants believed that 

socio-economic status does not make experiences of queer people different.  For instance, J11 

believed that “regardless of socio-economic status, all queer people in Japan similarly face 

problems from social suppression”.  However, since I did not have an opportunity to recruit any 

representatives from this intersectional group, I cannot conclude that this identity does not make 

experiences of Japanese queer people diverse.  Based on literature reviews, Japanese society is 

not free from socio-economic inequalities, but socio-economic difference is made invisible.  

David Chiavacci (2008, pp. 5-6, pp. 10-13, pp. 20-21) describes how from the mid-1960s Japan 

became a middle-class society that could provide equal income distribution to every household.  

Over 90% of Japanese people identified themselves as middle-class.  From the late 1970s, 

Japanese society has maintained its status not only as ethnically homogenous but also socially 

homogenous when it comes to socio-economy.  Working in white-collar careers and living 

middle-class lifestyles became achievable life goals for almost the whole population.  Although 
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inequalities in the distribution of income have dramatically increased and economic stagnation 

has occurred since around the 1990s, the above-mentioned life goal is maintained, despite being 

harder to attain.  Conservation of middle-class lifestyles as traditional ways of life has caused 

Japan to ignore the existence of social division based on socio-economic status. 

 According to Yoshiko Y. Samuel’s (2008, pp. 181-183), burakumin (部落民 - the 

outcaste) can be seen as an example of people who are excluded because of their socio-economic 

status, even though Japan approved the emancipation of outcastes in 1872 and guaranteed class 

equality in the democratic Constitution in 1946.  Similarly, in the group discussion with members 

of Group D, J01 and J03 also raised burakumin as an example of people who face discrimination 

in Japanese society.  Burakumin have been discriminated against for descending from social 

outcastes since the Edo era (1603-1868).  Their occupations as butchers, leather-goods makers, 

street entertainers, prostitutes or beggars were perceived as filthy according to Shintoism and 

Japanese Buddhism.  They were forced to live in isolated hamlets (部落 - buraku), so one of the 

few ways to distinguish them was their permanent address that identified their ‘impure’ origins.  

The example of burakumin suggests that Japan is not free from socio-economic status 

discrimination, and this might be another interesting identity factor that can make the experience 

of queer people different.  Additionally, J01 also described that "queer people who are financially 

disadvantaged, for example, by homelessness, are more likely to be excluded from queer 

communities and faced more risks due to a lack of support and access to knowledge about queer 

rights”.  However, at this moment I am still unable to retrieve any information about queer 

people who are in the burakumin community or those who are homeless.  The majority of 

representation of queer people in Japanese queer support groups is still limited to middle-class 

people, such as salarymen or high school students.  I hypothesise that their opinion could 

possibly come from the fact that everyone in Japan is assumed to be middle-class, except ethnic 

minorities and social outcastes that live in separate communities and have less economic 

opportunities than the majority.  

�190



 Almost all Japanese participants believe that disability can lead to different experiences 

of queer people, and this intersectional group is also the minority in their communities.  This 

response seems to be based on their perception towards obvious different physical appearance 

and ability of disabled people.  None of Japanese participants could represent experiences of 

disabled queer people, as they were not part of this group.  As I did not have an opportunity to 

interview any disabled participants, I searched for further information about their experiences 

and found one television programme that focuses on the issue of double minority in Japan.  

NHK’s Bari-Bara (バリバラ - Barrierfree Variety Show) has shed light on the experiences and 

life of people who are ignored, especially disabled people and sexual minorities.  The 

programme dedicated one episode to queer people who have unique physical and psychological 

conditions, including Satoru Ueki, a transgender male professional wrestler who has cerebral 

palsy (脳性まひ), and Monkee Takano and Ren Kikugawa who are both transgender and deaf 

(ろう).  Some other queer people suffered from other problems, such as having eating disorders 

(摂食障害) or melancholia (うつ病).  This made it difficult for them to be understood and 

accepted by the queer community and by Japanese society in general, because their conditions 

are considered ‘personal’ issues and ‘unrelated to queerness’ (NHK, 2015).    

 In general, caregivers are chosen to match the gender of disabled people who request 

social services (Nakamura, 2012, p. 8).  Ueki, who was born female, cannot take care of himself 

and requires assistance.  He feels uncomfortable being taken care of by female caregivers due to 

his male identity.  At the same time, as he has still not completed gender reassignment surgery, 

he is also worried when being taken care of by male caregivers who might sexually abuse his 

‘female’ body.  This makes Ueki’s request different because he is more comfortable being taken 

care of by male caregivers who can accept his transgenderism (NHK, 2015).  Deaf queer people 

already feel isolated from the non-deaf community, and being queer also increases the gap 

between them and other deaf people if they feel too afraid to reveal their sexuality.  Nakamura 

(2012, pp. 8-10) describes how it is still rare to consider sex as an important issue for disabled 

people, because they are generally believed to be pure (純粋) or sexless.  Nakamura (2012, pp. 
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8-10) reports that currently there are a few services that provide sexual pleasure to disabled 

people, but these only focus on heterosexual disabled men.  When Japan prioritises male 

sexuality and heteronormativity, disabled women and disabled queer people are still excluded.  

The separation of sexuality and disability makes it difficult to include the experiences of disabled 

queer people into the discussion about queer-related issues. 

Conclusion 

 In this chapter I have presented the results of my interviews and observations about queer 

political activism in the Japanese context. Political campaigns such as Pride Parades and coming-

out are borrowed from western countries to increase the visibility of queer people and attempt to 

bring queer-related issues into the public arena.  However, traditional influences have a strong 

impact on queer people by discouraging them from challenging the dominant society.  Ignorance, 

the lack of support and self-shaming urge them to suppress their individuality and handle social 

pressures on their own.  Despite the development of modern technology and decreased social 

pressure to conform to traditional gender roles in the new millennium, queer people prefer to 

hide and blend in with the majority, than to participate in queer rights activism.  The impact of 

Japanese traditions on queer politics can also be found in transgender politics.  Furthermore, 

Japan has become a unique case where the pathological concept of GID is accepted by 

transgender activists and used to increase awareness of transgender rights.  However, this 

imported concept conserves the traditional gender binary, and still excludes queer people whose 

gender identity is fluid or ambiguous. 
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 With respect to intersectionality within Japanese queer communities, there are 

discussions on the topic of double minority or the minority within the minority.  Identities 

including nationality, ethnicity, gender, socio-economic status or disability are factors that can 

make the experiences of Japanese queer people different from others.  However, awareness of 

double minorities in Japanese queer communities is still low.  From my observation of, and from 

interviews with Japanese participants, I have surmised that social homogeneity may have caused 

Japanese queer people overlook diversity and choose to hide their differences.  This also results 

in the under-representation and invisibility of minorities within Japanese queer communities. 
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Chapter 8: Glocalisation of Queer Politics  

and Intersectionality in Queer Communities in Thailand and Japan 

Introduction 

 In this chapter I will evaluate queer glocalisation and its impact on queer politics and on 

queer communities in Thailand and Japan.  To this end I will analyse the effects of the reciprocal 

interaction between national and foreign queer cultures.  Comparison of the two case studies 

aims to describe the different outcomes of queer glocalisation in two cultural contexts.  I divide 

this chapter into two sections: In the first I focus on the analysis of queer glocalisation in the 

cases of Thai and Japanese queer politics.  I have chosen three examples to discuss this topic: 

including social visibility, commitment to political activism, and transgender politics.  I conclude 

the first section with an example of how Buddhism, a religion in Thailand and Japan, has 

adjusted to western knowledge about queerness.  In the second section, I focus on the analysis of 

queer glocalisation and intersectionality that discusses diversity of members of Thai and 

Japanese queer communities, their privileges, multilayered oppression, representation, and 

invisibility.  Since members of Thai and Japanese queer communities have multiple identities, 

their experiences of queer glocalisation, perceptions of queer rights issues, and their 

representation in queer communities, are diverse. 

The Influences of Queer Glocalisation on Thai and Japanese Queer Politics 

 In chapter three I introduced my main theoretical frameworks, two of which are queer 

theory and glocalisation.  Queer theory describes sexual identity as socially constructed and 

contextual.  In regard to national contexts, I focused not only on the location where queer 

identity is constructed, but also on the fact that every country is subject to the influences of 

globalisation.  In other words, I considered both national and globalised contexts to understand 

queer identity, queer cultures, and queer politics.  As I showed in chapters four and five, Thai and 

Japanese queer identities and queer cultures are constructed by the process of cultural 
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hybridisation, relying on both national and foreign influences.  In addition, in chapters six and 

seven, I observed that queer politics in both case studies are shaped by the process of 

glocalisation.  I have used queer glocalisation as a framework to study queer politics in Thailand 

and Japan in order to emphasise the process of interaction between two actors, the global and the 

local and not just the hybridised product of this interaction.  Before elaborating my analysis of 

queer glocalisation, I will discuss my three main arguments first. 

 Firstly, through the glocalisation framework, I argue that global influences are shaped to 

fit local contexts of Thailand and Japan.  Unlike those taking a post-colonialist perspective, I do 

not perceive that globalisation is absolutely dominated by the West.  As I discussed in chapter 

three, globalisation enables people to interpret and blend foreign cultures with their original 

traditions.  Although some culturally hybridised products appear to be ‘westernised’, it is 

important not to overlook that these cultural hybrids also consist of local components.  The 

glocalisation framework enables me to focus on the active roles of the local in handling global 

influences that enter its territory.  In the case of queer politics, foreign political cultural practices 

such as Pride Parades, coming-out, or freedom to express personal sexuality in public, are 

adjusted to fit Thai and Japanese contexts.  The purposes of using these practices can also be 

changed to serve interests of Thai and Japanese queer people better.  Thus, it is difficult to 

assume that political campaigns that succeeded in one social context will work effectively in 

others. 

 Secondly, as Thai and Japanese queer communities have certain levels of freedom to 

interpret global influences, ‘foreignness’ and ‘indigeneity’ are based on their perceptions.  Whilst 

queer communities in the West are usually criticised for homogenising queer people in ‘non-

western’ countries as a monolith, Thai and Japanese queer people generalise queer communities 

in foreign countries as well.  After research fieldwork in both case studies, I noticed that 

‘western’ was used interchangeably with terms such as ‘foreign’, ‘international’, ‘global’, and 

‘modern’.  From their perceptions, ‘western’ queer cultures are believed to be the standard of 

international queer communities and modern society, ignoring cultural diversity in various 
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countries.  Thai and Japanese participants also overlook differences among western countries that 

are assumed to share the same characteristics, such as being liberal, democratic, expressive, and 

daring.  The glocalisation framework enables me to see that the interactions in global 

communities are mutual, and here ‘the local’ is also capable of being generalised.  Seeing 

through a post-colonialist view, cultural homogenisation of western colonisers appears to be 

threatening to the cultural diversity of non-western countries.  However, post-colonialism does 

not emphasise how non-western countries can also generalise the West in the same manner.  

 Thirdly, to challenge the binary of ‘traditional heteronormativity’ and ‘westernised 

queer’, I argue that cultural authenticity and foreignness are socially constructed.  I described in 

previous chapters the way in which the glocalisation process happened before the Internet era.  

Thailand and Japan modernised themselves according to western model that had adjusted to 

national cultures.  Whilst heteronormativity is constructed based on western influences, such as 

western sexology, it is understood as ‘traditional’.  Interviews with Thai and Japanese 

participants showed that opposition against queerness is believed to originate from their national 

traditions, reproducing the idea of ‘traditional heteronormativity’.  At the same time, the 

dominant society seems to perceive queer cultures as ‘westernised’ and ‘modern’, and queer 

people also understand that imported knowledge about queerness is more accurate and 

appropriate.  When Thai and Japanese queer people view the West as the centre of queer cultures 

and queer politics, some possibly assume that they need to follow the footsteps of westerners to 

live happily as queer.  They risk overlooking the fact that Thai and Japanese queer cultures have 

the origins in homosexuality and transgenderism that emerged before both countries interacted 

with the West.  Some influences from this pre-modern origin still shape queer communities in the 

present.  I argue that what Thai and Japanese people perceive as ‘foreign’ and ‘traditional’ are 

based on what they view as dominant or alternative.  Authenticity is used as an excuse to 

prioritise certain values, so people have to conserve them.  Conversely, those that the dominant 

society rejects will be labelled as ‘foreign’, or to be more precise, ‘western’. 
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 Moreover, the binary of ‘foreign’ and ‘traditional’ is not only limited to the division of 

heteronormativity and queerness.  However, this binary can also be found within queer 

communities.  Since cultural interactions are not static, when Thailand and Japan receive new 

knowledge cultural hybrid that used to be seen as ‘foreign’ can become ‘traditional’ when 

compared to newer information.  One of obvious examples can be found in transgender 

communities.  As discussed in chapters four and five, the current form of transgender 

communities in Thailand and Japan relies on western influences.  When compared to 

heteronormativity, transgender cultures appear to be untraditional and foreign.  However, newer 

transgender movements in both countries attempt to challenge these stereotypes by arguing that 

transgender people are able to blend in with the majority by conforming to ‘traditional’ gender 

roles.  These transgender movements rely on imported knowledge to challenge previous 

stereotypes making them represent modernity as well as westernness.  Gender ambiguous 

transgender identities that used to seen as ‘foreign’ have become the representation of 

‘traditional’ misunderstandings about transgender people.  I will further discuss these issues in 

details in the next section.  Based on these three arguments, I chose three topics, namely social 

visibility, political commitment, and transgender politics to analyse complex queer glocalisation.       

1.1 The Visibility of Queer People 

 In previous chapters, I discussed how the combination of both western modernisation and 

traditional discourses contributed to the emergence of queer identities and social visibility of 

queer people.  In Thailand, the third sex discourse adjusted to western pathology of 

homosexuality, and queer glocalisation describes queerness as a ‘natural’ deviation, which can be 

tolerated in some spaces of the dominant society.  Consequently, Thai queer communities appear 

to have high social visibility.  In Japan, I showed the emergence of queer identities from their 

roots in the pre-modern era and their development after the modernisation era when Japan 

borrowed western knowledge, such as sexology and pathology.  Although Japanese queer 

cultures and queer communities have well developed, they are still separated from the dominant 

society.  In regard to the representation of queer people, I showed in previous chapters that the 
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mainstream media mainly shows ‘the peculiar, flamboyant, and funny cross-dressing men, 

transgender women, or effeminate homosexual men who work in entertainment and beauty 

industry.’  Queer people in both Thailand and Japan experience being excluded from some spaces 

in the dominant society, especially those that are considered respectful institutions.  This 

produces restriction of their freedom to express themselves and to work in other professional 

fields.  However, different cultural contexts have made the level of social visibility of queer 

people in Thailand and Japan divergent, and they also handle social visibility-related issues in 

their own distinctive manners.   

 In a western context, coming-out and Pride Parades are used to challenge the social 

hegemony of heteronormativity.  Both strategies also promote self-esteem and the courage to 

disprove negative stereotypes that have been forced upon queer people.  Coming-out and Pride 

Parades encourage them to express themselves in public to promote the awareness of their rights 

and freedom.  I argued that Pride Parades and coming-out are imported from western countries, 

and both are unable to perfectly fit in Thai and Japanese contexts.  This is because within their 

collectivist societies Thai and Japanese people are encouraged to humbly conform to common 

values and accept hierarchical structures.  Also, campaigns that prioritise individual freedom are 

seen as a threat to heteronormativity, and at the same time these campaigns also oppose original 

values of Thai and Japanese queer people.  Consequently, I argue that Pride Parades and coming-

out are not simply borrowed from the West without any adjustment.  In these two case, political 

significance are abandoned, as it cannot fit in Thai and Japanese contexts.  I refer here to with 

Fran Martin’s analogy of ‘wearing the mask’ (Suganuma, 2012, pp. 129-130), to explain the fact 

that the westernised appearance of queer rights activism in Thailand and Japan does not reflect 

traditional aspects.  Superficially, queer political strategies in Thailand and Japan may appear to 

be westernised.  However, if we analyse their cultural contexts, we will recognise how these 

imported political campaigns are shaped to serve interests of Thai and Japanese queer people. 
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Thailand 

 I previously discussed the adjustment of Pride Parades to Thailand, and these cultural 

practices are not frequent due to various obstacles, including political instability and the lack of 

social support.  Furthermore, Pride-related events are not perceived as important political 

activities, because queer people believe that their social visibility is already high.  Within the 

Thai context, Thai queer people’s understandings about themselves as people of entertainment 

made them treat Pride-related events as festivals.  Thus, it is still possible to see some Pride-

related events due to high social tolerance, but their political dimension is abandoned.  The 

glocalisation of Pride-related events in Thailand does not directly serve the interest of Thai queer 

communities.  Instead, omnipresent queer-related events and high visibility of queer people in 

society enables Thai state to maintain its image as a queer paradise, which is usually believed to 

make it appear to be more liberal in foreigners’ eyes.  This also makes the lack of legal supports 

of queer people appears to be even more obscure, especially if people understand this high 

visibility as acceptance; and some Thai queer people also accept this notion. 

  Due to the above-mentioned high social visibility, ‘coming-out’ is not a popular political 

campaign in Thailand.  Instead, Thai people are more familiar with the idea of ‘staying true to 

oneself’.  This creates an expectation that when queer people identify themselves as ‘the third 

sex’ they have to express themselves different from ‘ordinary’ people.  I argue that coming-out is 

not a way to show self-love and pride to challenge negative stereotypes in Thailand.  Instead, it is 

a decision to fit oneself in the third sex stereotypes and play their assigned roles.  Thai version of 

coming-out then maintains a clear distinction and high social visibility of the third sex people.  

Also, I earlier discussed that Thai queer people prioritise acceptance from their parents.  Thai 

people can tolerate queer people as friends or colleagues, but it is more difficult to accept them if 

they are family members (Suriyasarn, 2015, p. 23), because being queer is considered ‘shameful’ 

to the family name (UNDP & SAID, 2014, p. 43).  Consequently, the idea of proving oneself 

became one of important goals of some Thai participants as showed in chapter six.  After 

coming-out as ‘the third sex’ they have to achieve more than the majority to be tolerated in the 
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dominant society.  Coming-out in Thai context then became part of a personal mission to survive 

in the dominant society, instead of collective action to change society at large.    

Japan 

 As previously discussed, the dominant society uses non-confrontational mechanism to 

regulate queer communities.  Thus, some queer-related events do not encounter strong 

opposition, and queer rights activists across the country can hold Pride Parades and similar 

events annually.  Although queer rights activists imitate western-styled Pride Parades to make 

themselves visible in the dominant society, the distinctiveness of queer movements is still unable 

to increase awareness among the majority, especially older generations and those in educational 

institutions and workplaces who strongly conserve heteronormative values.  The combination of 

the exclusiveness of queer-related topics due to tojisha-sei, which I discussed in chapter five, and 

avoidance by the majority of learning about queer people produces the gap between the dominant 

society and queer communities.  Pride Parades and other Pride-related events are able to grow in 

Japanese contexts, but are unable to fill this gap.  Their political impacts are also limited as the 

existence of queer communities is still separated from the dominant society.   

 Even though knowledge about queerness has increased in Japan, Japanese people are 

traditionally expected not to bring sexuality into the public arena.  Generally queer people chose 

to exclusively come out to some family members, or not to come out at all.  Violence against 

queer people does not directly aim at queer communities at large, as in the case of Pride Parades 

that do not face strong opposition.  However, at personal level, the risk of coming-out is high for 

each queer individual.  This condition has made coming-out impractical for non-activist queer 

people; although Japanese queer rights activists attempt to promote it as an important strategy to 

increase awareness of queer rights in Japanese society.  However, coming-out plays an important 

role in terms of connecting queer people to each other, or to their communities instead.  Within 

queer support spaces it can help them connect with fellow queer people, and help them find 

supports from each other that they cannot have from their family, classmates, or colleagues.  
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Instead of directly challenging the dominant society, coming-out becomes a way to strengthen 

interpersonal relationships or find safe spaces (Kaneda, 2003 cited in Kawasaka, 2008, p. 63).   

 Superficially, Pride Parades and coming-out may appear to be ‘universal’ practices of 

queer activists that can be applied to Thai and Japanese contexts.  We can see Pride-related 

events and the idea of being proud of queer identity in both countries, but political significance is 

abandoned when they adjusted to Thai and Japanese contexts.  The glocalisation framework 

shows that western influences interact with Thai and Japanese traditions, and transform these 

cultural practices.  This can be seen in how Pride Parades and coming-out cannot replace the core 

values, namely traditional humility in Thailand and the priority to maintain collective order in 

Japan.  Pride Parades are seen as festivals in Thailand and overtly ignored by the dominant 

society in Japan.  Coming-out of Thai queer people is bound to responsibility to prove their 

values to protect their spaces in the dominant society, whilst in Japan it enables queer people to 

find support as they cannot find it from anywhere.  Both cultural practices do not lead to 

collective action of Thai or Japanese queer communities to defend their rights to be themselves 

and assertively challenge traditional heteronormativity.  Traditional influences do not only affect 

social visibility of queer people in Thailand and Japan, but also shape their political commitment, 

which I am going to discuss below in the next section.       

1.2 Political Commitment and Alternative Survival Strategies 

 Social visibility is also related to the political commitment of queer people in Thailand 

and Japan.  Although Thai and Japanese queer communities have different levels of visibility 

they similarly show weak political commitment to defend their rights.  I do not claim that Thai 

and Japanese queer activists have not achieved any important accomplishments.  I showed in 

chapter six and seven that queer activists had successfully improved the rights of queer people in 

some aspects.  However, when queer rights are excluded from Thai and Japanese politics, it is 

difficult for activists to convince the majority and members of queer communities that this issue 

is significant.  In this section, I decided to focus on the binary between westernness and tradition, 
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and the impact of glocalisation on political commitment in queer communities.  According to 

interviews with Thai and Japanese participants, they generally describe heteronormativity as 

‘traditional’ and the majority as ‘conservative’ suggesting that obstacles to queer rights activism 

are believed to come from national traditions.  Conversely, western countries are viewed as more 

developed in terms of legal protections of queer people.  In some cases, the term ‘international’ 

only refers to western countries, some participants understood that western democracy and 

liberalism are the standard of international communities.  Data from research fieldwork suggests 

that perceptions of queerness in Thailand and Japan are still shaped by the binary between the 

West and their country.  The West is reduced to a monolithic group of countries that are believed 

to have more advanced queer political movements and queer legal supports.  

 I argue that westernness and indigeneity in Thai and Japanese contexts are constructed.  

Indigeneity is usually used as an excuse to defend heteronormativity and to reject queer rights 

activism that is labeled by the dominant society as ‘foreign’ or ‘westernised’.  As I showed in the 

previous chapters, knowledge and political strategies from western countries are important in 

challenging traditional misconceptions and prejudice, but foreign influences do not completely 

eliminate traditional influences on queer communities.  However, it is not only the majority that 

do not fully accept imported political strategies from the West.  Queer people in Thailand and 

Japan still find western-styled rights activism too foreign and confrontational.  Thus, some 

choose not to join political movements to defend queer rights in general.  They seek other ways 

to improve their wellbeing and survive in the dominant society instead.  As I had the opportunity 

to interview participants who were not political activists, I was able to ascertain their views on 

rights issues.  Thai and Japanese queer people are aware of western knowledge about queer 

rights, but there is a gap between these political goals and traditional values that they are familiar 

with.  Solely focusing on imported political strategies from the West will overlook the fact that 

Thai and Japanese queer people have their own solutions to survive within their national contexts 

without abandoning their original values.  However, I do not claim that the strategies described 

below are effective in handling queer rights issues, as they do not directly challenge the 

dominant society, and will not bring about legal or social change.  The discussion on this topic 
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aims to identify the gap that is produced by glocalisation of queer cultures and queer political 

cultures, and how discourses of ‘westernness’ and ‘indigeneity’ shape Thai and Japanese queer 

people’s perceptions of queer rights-related issues.        

        

Thailand 

 I have outlined that the mainstream queer communities in Thailand have weak political 

commitment and do not actively pursue their individual rights.  As I discussed above with respect 

to the impact of the Thai patronage system, Thai queer people choose to follow social 

expectation as they focus on pleasing their parents and the majority in order to negotiate for 

tolerance or more acceptance.  These instances reflect traditional influences on their strategies to 

survive in the dominant society, which appear to emphasise compromising and pleasing people 

of higher social status.  Consequently, some Thai queer people are willing to give up some 

aspects of their rights to receive other benefits and learn to accept limited rights; although being 

aware that having individual rights is important to their life as queer. 

 Thai queer people cannot solely focus on their individuality, as their relationships with 

other social institutions, especially the family, are important to them.  Political strategies that do 

not include these values can be perceived as ‘too westernised’, since Thai people traditionally 

assume westerners as confrontational and aggressive.  This can be seen in an example of a 

conflict between the transsexual women’s movement and the mainstream kathoey community.  

As discussed in chapter six, some kathoey described transsexual women’s political standpoint as 

‘spoiled like a baby’.  Such comment suggests that to be mature citizens they are expected not to 

be demanding, and should not ask others to change to please them.  The fight for queer rights in 

Thai context is then shaped by values of seniority, traditional humility, and patronage system that 

made it difficult for queer people to only focus on their individuality.  Their individual rights 

have to be moderated by approval from their parents, traditions, or the majority.             
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Japan 

 In the case of Japan, I discussed the paradoxical coexistence of well-developed queer 

cultures and the social invisibility of queer people in the dominant society in the Japanese 

context.  In general, they perceived that western-styled queer rights activism can be borrowed to 

make change in Japan, and knowledge from the West can expand their views towards rights 

issues.  Despite this awareness, it is still difficult for Japanese queer people to challenge the 

dominant society due to strong influences of national cultural traditions.  This made hiding and 

isolation more practical, because these strategies protect their relationships with the dominant 

society.  Furthermore, tōjisha is another traditional concept that leads to fragmentation and lack 

of unity of Japanese queer communities, and presents a dilemma to Japanese queer people.  On 

one hand, if they want to protect their rights, they need to come out and publicly challenge the 

dominant values, as mainstream queer rights activists do.  On the other hand, if they prefer to 

protect their bonds with others, they have no other choices but blending in the dominant society 

and thus have to handle pressure on their own.  This queer glocalisation process promotes clear 

division between the dominant society and queer communities, and at the same time oppose 

traditional values that promote social collectivity.  

 Queer political cultures and political strategies are generally described as ‘modern’ and 

‘western’ as queer groups derive some influences from western countries in order to challenge 

dominant values in Thailand and Japan.  Conversely, values that queer people are familiar with 

are perceived as ‘traditional’ or ‘national’.  In Thai and Japanese contexts, ‘western-styled’ 

political activism mainly focuses on promoting individual rights and freedom However, one of 

the main obstacles of queer rights activism in both countries is that Thai and Japanese traditions 

strongly value social collectivity and interpersonal bonds, especially within the family.  

‘Western-styled’ political activism can only promise legal and political goals that queer people 

can pursue, but cannot guarantee the security of emotional bonds, support from interpersonal 

relationships, and benefits from the current social structure that are already in their hands.  This 

political activism then fails to include cultural benefits that are also important to Thai and 
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Japanese queer people.  In the next section, I will extend the discussion on this binary to 

transgender politics in Thailand and Japan to show that constant interaction between foreign and 

national influences affect the status of ‘traditional’ and ‘western’ as well.             

1.3 The Third Sex, Cisgenderism and Transgender Politics 

 In chapters six and seven, I highlighted transgender politics in Thailand and Japan, and 

dedicated separate sections for this topic.  Here I also separately discuss this topic to show the 

influence of glocalisation, because transgender rights activism has a different political focus from 

that of homo- and bisexual rights activism.  In Thailand, kathoey is the main representation of 

traditional queerness and queer communities.  As I previously discussed, their communities are 

omnipresent, large, and consist of diverse identity labels.  Members of these communities also 

make up the majority of my Thai participants.  In Japan, transgender communities are forced 

underground, making it is much more difficult to recruit transgender people for this research.   

According to my interviews, transgender people are still considered an invisible identity group in 

the Japanese context.  Although transgender people in these two countries share similar 

stereotypes and encounter limited professional opportunities, diverse national contexts have 

meant that transgender politics in Thailand and Japan have developed in different directions.   

 Some groups of Thai and Japanese transgender activists have borrowed Gender Identity 

Disorder (GID) to support their political movements in the fight for legal recognition of their 

gender identity after undergoing gender reassignment surgery.  While GID has successfully 

enabled some transgender people in Japan to change their gender in the Family Register, a 

political movement for transgender people in Thailand that uses this concept has faced resistance 

by both Thai society and the mainstream kathoey community. 
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Thailand 

 In regard to GID concept, transsexual women are one of political groups of transgender 

people in Thailand who are fighting for gender-change law.  The political claim of transsexual 

women goes against the traditional understanding about the third sex concept.  The third sex 

category is believed to be a group of all people who cannot fit in ‘actual’ men and women boxes.  

Consequently, based on this understanding, transgender women regardless of their identity labels 

are still the third sex, and should not be fully accepted as female.  As the transsexual women’s 

political movement refers to GID concept of WHO and medical researches on transgenderism 

from foreign countries, their public image appears to be ‘more westernised’ when compared to 

the mainstream kathoey community who defends traditional understanding about the third sex.  

Furthermore, Thai patronage system tolerates social minority who humbly accept their 

inferiority.  Those who are vocal and defensive of their individual rights will be perceived as 

‘westernised’ individuals who fail to respect their original traditions.  As transsexual women take 

their individual rights seriously, their attempt to challenge dominant discourses of the third sex is 

consequently understood as ‘non-traditional’, making them look ‘aggressive’, ‘childish’, and 

‘self-centric’.  In comparison, the mainstream kathoey community appears to be the ‘good 

minority’ because they side with the majority to defend traditions by taking responsibility for 

opposing the ‘bad minority’.   

 A similar comparison can also be found in the case of kathoey-lesbians.  Based on 

traditional understandings, Thai people assume that all kathoey have to be attracted to male, 

suggesting that traditional discourses of transgenderism in Thailand are still shaped by the gender 

binary and heteronormativity.  Kathoey-lesbians have to rely on imported knowledge about 

gender fluidity to challenge this understanding.  As shown in chapter six, the mainstream kathoey 

community also joined the majority to oppose transgender women who identify themselves as 

female and are also attracted to females.  Based on both conflicts, it appears to me that the 

mainstream kathoey community plays an important role in defending traditional understandings 

of queerness, and conforms to traditional values of traditional humility.  The minority of 
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transgender women who generally use foreign knowledge to challenge common understandings 

about kathoey are labelled as ‘westernised’, because of their drive to confront the dominant 

society to defend their rights and freedom.  Thus, it is easy for the majority and the mainstream 

kathoey community to reject their new interpretation of transgenderism as well as their political 

claims.          

Japan    

  The binary of indigeneity and modernity of Japanese transgender identities are blurred 

and paradoxical.  On one hand, GID can be seen as an interesting example of a foreign influence 

that can blend well with Japanese traditions.  When the GID support movements focuses on 

transgender rights in legal and political aspects, they appear to be ‘westernised’ because queer 

rights is still considered new to Japanese context.  However, GID constructs new transgender 

identities that perpetuate the gender binary, and suggests that to be included in the dominant 

society transgender people have to fit themselves in either the male or female category.  Thus, 

GID also supports some traditional values of the dominant society.  On the other hand, identity 

labels such as okama, ō-ne, or new-half seem to be unable to fit in either ‘traditional’ or ‘modern’ 

categories.  These identity labels show the paradoxical coexistence of the ‘inability to fit in 

traditional lifestyles’ according to the majority, and the representation of ‘outdated 

misconceptions’ in the view of newer transgender movements.  In other words, they are rejected 

by both the dominant society and by the mainstream transgender rights activists.  That means 

transgender identities that fail to fit in Japanese gender binary and heteronormativity remain 

outside the dominant society and transgender politics.                 

 By discussing transgender politics of Thailand and Japan that have encountered new 

changes, I have shown that the line of cultural indigeneity and foreignness is blurred.  Both 

qualities are changeable and in some occasions coexist.   In the case of Thailand, for the majority 

‘traditional’ characteristics belong to queer identities that are able to fit in and do not challenge 

dominant values.  What the majority rejected are perceived as a threat to their traditions.  The 
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cultural hybridity of Thai queer identities is overlooked in this division.  In the case of Japan, 

‘westernness’ is used as the symbol of new changes to challenge what transgender rights activists 

attempt to challenge.  Although the new transgender identity conserves the gender binary, it still 

appears to be ‘modernised’ and ‘westernised’ in contrast to previous transgender identities.     

1.4 The Adjustment of Thai and Japanese Traditions to Imported Queerness 

 When it comes to queer politics, activists often rely on western knowledge and western 

political strategies.  Queer politics appears to be an exclusive topic that is limited to queer rights 

activists, academics in queer studies, and those who have an interest in this issue.  This seems to 

emphasise the status of western countries as pioneers of individual rights and freedom.  

However, it does not mean that all traditional discourses in Thailand and Japan are unable to 

support queer people.  One such example, upon which I will elaborate in this section, lies in Thai 

and Japanese Buddhism.  It shows that Thai and Japanese traditions are able to adjust to 

imported notions of queerness and queer rights activism.      

       

 Stereotypically, religion seems to hinder the development of queer political activism.  It 

is also an effective mechanism to control people’s beliefs, which enables institutions to regulate 

their behaviour.  In Thailand and Japan, Buddhism adjusts itself to patriarchy and 

heteronormativity.  It perpetuates gender inequality and produces negative stigmatisation of 

queer people (Winter, 2006, pp. 53-55; Wieringa, 2007, pp. 27-29).  However, when compared to 

other religions, Buddhism has a more neutral stand towards queerness, which is one of the 

factors that contributes to social tolerance towards queer people in Thailand and Japan.  This 

neutrality provides some benefits to queer communities in both countries, as I previously 

discussed such as the way in which social tolerance supports the growth of queer cultures.  Some 

aspects of Buddhism also promote equality regardless of people’s identity.  I recognise how this 

religion maintains the focus on renouncing the material world to pursue spiritual peace, which 

opposes politics that are about power and interest.  Nevertheless, the interaction between 

Buddhism and queer theory is another example of queer glocalisation in Thailand and Japan, 
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which suggests that non-western philosophy can also support social equality and the 

inclusiveness of queer people. 

 In Thailand, Shine Wara-Dahmmo is an example of a Buddhist monk who blends 

Buddhist philosophy with imported knowledge about queer rights activism, including western 

queer theory and post-structuralism.  For instance, Wara-Dahmmo (2015, p. 18, pp. 137-139, p. 

143) describes how Buddhism treats identity as a temporary construct (สมมติขึ้นมา).  Humans 

cannot escape from constant changes, and nothing we possess lasts forever, including our 

identity.  Thus, we should not attach ourselves to this non-permanent creation.  Similar views can 

also be found in Japanese Buddhism.  Kodo Nishimura, for example, is a Buddhist monk by day 

and a makeup artist by night.  His master told him not to worry about his gender expression, and 

gave him permission to dress the way he wanted to outside the ceremonies, in the same way as 

other monks can wear casual clothes.  His gender expression did not matter if expressing himself 

that way would teach people about equality and share happiness with them (Nishimura, 2017).  

As we see in this instance, Japanese Buddhism can be interpreted as promoting flexibility by 

allowing for fluid gender expression.  Shunkō-in (春光院), a zen-buddhist temple in Kyoto that 

opens to perform wedding ceremonies, regardless of the sexual orientation of the couple 

(O’Donoghue, 2016).  Both examples suggest that Japanese Buddhism is able to adjust itself to 

imported knowledge about sexual diversity and freedom of self-expression, which are not 

generally accepted by the dominant society. 

 As we see in these examples of queer-friendly Buddhism in Thailand and Japan, I intend 

to show that non-western philosophy can interact with foreign knowledge about queerness, and 

can adjust itself to support the inclusion of queer people.  However, in the Thai and Japanese 

contexts, individuality is an unfamiliar concept.  Thai and Japanese traditions still value the 

family institution, interpersonal relationships, and dependency on others, which means people 

overlook the importance of independence and individual distinctiveness.  Rather than promoting 

the celebration of individuality, and encouraging people to stand up to defend themselves, 

Buddhism encourages them to give up their identity and overlook exterior differences.  This is 
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different from the goal of some queer rights activist movements that attempt to raise awareness 

of their visibility, rights and freedom, and that appear to be ‘westernised’ and ‘political’ within 

Thai and Japanese contexts.  However, these examples of Buddhism in Thailand and Japan 

suggest that the interaction between foreign and national cultures is mutual.  It is not only 

imported knowledge about queerness from western countries that adjusts to Thai and Japanese 

contexts.  Thai and Japanese Buddhism also adapts itself to a globalised context where 

knowledge about queer issues has increased.   

Queer Glocalisation and Intersectionality in Thailand and Japan 

 In this section I focus on how the impacts of glocalisation upon the diverse range of queer 

people’s experiences.  As discussed in chapter three, analysis of people’s intersectional 

experiences in modern society should consider both national and globalised contexts.  This is 

because the intersection of multiple identities is not only shaped by social structures at national 

level, but also by foreign influences due to modern technology in the globalisation era.  

Following my observation and interviews with Thai and Japanese participants, I recognise that 

the discussion of multiple identities of queer people among queer rights activists is still 

uncommon.  They generally borrow knowledge and political strategies from western countries to 

fight for only sexuality-related rights.  This leads to the assumption that the success of queer 

rights activism will automatically benefit every member of the queer communities.  From 

different identities, I mainly focus on two examples, namely gender and socio-economic status to 

discuss how national and globalised influences upon diverse queer people’s experiences, political 

strategies, political commitment and the awareness of queer rights.  I grouped other identities in 

the same sub-section as information about them is scant.  

2.1 Gender and Sexuality: Patriarchy and Heteronormativity in Queer Communities 

 As discussed in the previous section, Thai and Japanese queer people borrow western 

knowledge and political campaigns to challenge traditional restrictions.  However, I also argue 
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that traditional influences, such as humility, values of familial bonds, and seniority, still shape 

their political commitment and perceptions towards rights-related issues.  In this section, I also 

focus on the interaction between foreign and traditional influences in regard to gender and 

sexuality, and the influences of this interaction on queer people’s cultures and political activism.  

That means, besides the majority, queer people also come under the influence of 

heteronormativity, patriarchy and the gender binary. 

Gender Difference, Patriarchy and Western Feminism 

 As I discussed in chapter three, the intersection between queer and gender shows that 

queer rights activism and queer cultures are male-dominated.  In both Thailand and Japan, the 

patriarchal system privileges masculinity and male sexuality, which made male homosexuality 

and transgenderism from male to female more prominent than female homosexuality and 

transgenderism from female to male.  When international queer politics and queer cultures are 

also male-dominant, the combination of foreign influences and national patriarchy reproduces 

the under-representation and invisibility of queer women in various domains.  Traditional 

expectations of men and women influence different levels of visibility of queer men and queer 

women.  When Thai and Japanese patriarchy understand sexuality as a capacity of men, female 

sexuality is suppressed because they are traditionally believed to be sexual object.  Consequently, 

queer people who were physically born female are socialised not to express their sexuality.  It is 

not common to see women talk about sexuality-related issues in public.   

 In addition, as discussed in previous chapters, Thai and Japanese queer women’s rights 

activism receive influences from western feminism (McLelland & Suganuma, 2010, pp. 

334-335; Sinnott, 2011, pp. 217-218), so it is unsurprising that Thai and Japanese queer women, 

including my participants, expressed awareness of individual rights as queer and as female.  The 

combination of traditional restriction and foreign influences contribute to their cultures and 

political activism.  Their resistance to the sexualisation of female body can be understood as the 

result of western feminism that encourages them to challenge national patriarchy.  It also reflects 
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their conformity to social expectation, since women who express their sexuality are perceived 

negatively by Thai and Japanese society.  This can be seen in an example of their decision to 

choose identity labels.  As showed in chapters six and seven, they avoid using ‘bian’ in Thai and 

‘rezu’ in Japanese both of which has pornographic undertones , and prefer non-sexualised 20

labels, namely WLW in Thailand and the re-appropriated version of rezubian in Japan. 

 When compared to queer men, the presence of queer women in the media and public 

activities is in not high.  Thai and Japanese queer communities borrow western Pride Parades as 

another way to celebrate their cultures and to raise awareness of their rights, but these events are 

still queer men-oriented.  In the case of Thailand I showed how Pride-related events mainly 

represent queer people who were physically born male, such as Phuket Gay Pride.  Similarly, 

queer men also dominate Japanese Pride Parades, while the number of queer women who 

participate in these public events is lower (Suigiura & Hughes, 2011, p. 172).  Even within queer 

women’s communities, the male is used as the representation of sexual subject.  I previously 

discussed bishōnen that enables women to enjoy sexual fantasy by not seeing their female body 

as a sexual object of men, consequently challenging patriarchal gaze.  However, this genre of art 

perpetuates traditional values that ignore women’s ability to express their sexuality.  Despite 

being queer women’s cultures, its domestic and international impact does not promotes women’s 

freedom to celebrate their homosexuality outside heterosexual men’s pornographic fantasy.                  

 In addition, queer women’s view on sexuality also shapes their focus on political issues.  

According to Sinnott (2012, p. 469) and Kamano and Khor (2011, pp. 149-150), Thai and 

Japanese discourses have constructed female homosexuality as naïve and emotional in contrast to 

hyper-sexual relationships between queer men.  It leads to the assumption that queer women 

focus more on long-term partnership.  My research findings also parallels with Sinnott’s and 

Kamano and Khor’s observation.  Unlike other identity groups, homosexual female participants 

were more comfortable to talk about romantic relationships and did not give any information in 

 According to my research fieldwork, the English-derived term ‘lesbian’ is used in a sexualised and pornographic 20

tone in Thailand and Japan.  While ‘les’ (rezu) is perceived negatively by Japanese queer women, ‘bian’ has a 
negative connotation for those in Thailand.  
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regard to their sexuality .  Also homosexual women were those who brought intersectional 21

problems due to the combination of gender and sexual identities.  For instance, J09 believed that 

the legalisation of same-sex marriage would enable her and her partner to have good quality life 

without being forced to marry men: or T06 rejected the notion of being dependent on men’s 

income as she could earn money to take care of herself.  In other words, it is important for them 

to have their relationships legally protected, so they can escape the oppression of patriarchy and 

heteronormativity.  Traditional restrictions urge them to focus on borrowing imported knowledge 

to promote their rights, but at the same time their focus is shaped by traditional roles that made 

women stereotypically put more weight on mutual support in long term relationships.   

  

 Conversely, the construction of men as sexual subjects also shapes the focus of queer 

men’s politics.  This can be seen in the international phenomenon of the AIDS crisis that has 

attached HIV to gay identity in many countries.  Homosexual male and transgender female 

support organisations in Thailand and Japan also focus on safe-sex campaigns to eliminate the 

stigma which label them as carriers of HIV and to promote awareness about safe-sex issues 

within their communities (UNDP & USAID, 2014, p. 44; McLelland & Suganuma, 2010, pp 

336-337).  However, this also leads to ignorance of the health-related issues of queer women and 

transgender men.  As T06 informed me, her organisation receives unequal distribution of funding 

from international organisations.  Since they focused on health-related issues, funding mainly 

goes to queer men and transgender women’s related projects, because the health problems of 

queer women and transgender men are ‘not as serious’.  Also, when women are not traditionally 

expected to discuss their sexuality, their concerns about sexual health are silenced.  Although 

international organisations attempt to promote safe-sex and HIV campaigns in Thailand and 

Japan, they are still focus upon men.  It is really rare to see health or safe-sex campaigns that 

targeted queer women and transgender men. This suggests another example of invisibility of 

queer people who were physically born female in medical and political domains.    

 This excluded tom and transmale participants, who identify themselves as ‘male’, both of who were really honest 21

about their sexual experiences during the interviews with me, who is also male.  
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The Gender Binary and Heteronormativity in Queer Communities 

 In the American context, Wilchins (2004, p. 17) explains how the discussion about gender 

is separated from sexuality, which clearly distinguishes homosexual from transgender people.  

This can challenge the common stereotype that being attracted to the same gender entails the 

desire to become the other sex.  A similar trend also occurs in Thailand and Japan.  I previously 

showed that gay activists in both countries attempt to separate their identity from effeminacy, 

cross-dressing, and transgenderism to challenge stereotypes that appear in the mainstream media.  

As a result of the queer glocalisation process, cross-dressing, effeminate and extravaganza queer 

men became the representation of ‘traditional’ misconception.  Like the case of United States, 

gay identity in Thailand and Japan attempts to challenge these stereotypes by conforming to 

conventional masculinity.  Newer gay identity has to associate itself with imported knowledge 

from the West.  It consequently appears to be ‘modern’, ‘politically appropriate’, and 

‘westernised’.  However, as it is constructed as masculine, it ironically reproduces the notion that 

everyone who was physically born male, regardless of his sexuality, has to be conventionally 

masculine according to Thai and Japanese values.         

 According to interviews with participants and my observation, I found out that some 

queer men perceive effeminacy as inferior and negative.  I previously discussed how both Thai 

and Japanese queer men attempted not to be seen as ‘effeminate’ in order to escape from 

traditional stereotypes.  An example can also be seen in a case of internationally known Japanese 

queer culture.  As one of cultural capitals in Asia, influential gay cultures that are originated from 

Japan reflects strong impact of patriarchy and the gender binary.  Unlike metrosexual bishōnen, 

gachi-muchi fetishises bulky and muscular men who represent ideal masculinity.  Interestingly 

whilst both internationally popular bishōnen and gachi-muchi value different types of men, they 

mainly use cisgender and conventionally masculine men to represent male beauty standard and 

included in romantic fantasy.  Conversely, effeminate and crossdressing queer male characters 

that appear in Thai and Japanese media, at both domestic and international levels, continue to be 
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represented as entertainers or clowns, and not the symbols of beauty or desirable romantic 

figures.                        

 As information about lesbian communities is scant due to the low number of queer 

female participants, there are few examples of rejection of masculine homosexual women by 

Thai and Japanese lesbian communities.  However, T07, who identified  as tom, informed me 

that “Thai mainstream media usually presented tom as emotionally aggressive, unstable, and 

suicidal”.  Like kathoey, tom has more distinctive image, but the dominant society also has more 

negative prejudice towards this identity group.  When Thai lesbians were familiar with these 

stereotypes, they seemed to have a negative perception towards tom.  Unlike conventionally 

feminine queer women that I discussed in the previous section, tom, onabe and transgender male 

identity is the intersection of female gender, homosexuality and also masculinity or 

transgenderism from female to male, which made their experiences of queer glocalisation 

different from the former group.  Their oppression is not limited to the suppression of patriarchy 

of their female body, but also includes prejudice against their identification as male or as 

masculine.  Since Thai and Japanese masculine queer women’s cultures and communities are 

generally overlooked, information about their glocalisation experiences is scant.  There are other 

aspects in their communities and cultures that deserve more attention.  I believe that future 

research should consider study of their intersectional experiences of queer glocalisation to 

explore this ignored queer identity group. 

 The impact of the glocalisation of traditional gender binary and newer knowledge about 

transgenderism also affects transgender people.  As I have shown in my discussion of 

transgender politics throughout this thesis, conforming to gender binary is an important factor if 

transgender people want to be included in the dominant society.  This can be seen in how 

transgender women in Thailand, regardless of their identity labels, desire to resemble cisgender 

women and try their best to transform their physical feature to be as feminine as possible.  In 

Japan, as discussed earlier, only transgender people who have already undergone gender 

transition are able to change their gender in the Family Register.  After the new millennium, 
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newer transgender identities show the ability of transgender people to blend in with cisgender 

people thanks to newer knowledge about transgenderism from the West.  While new transgender 

identity appears to be ‘modified’ and ‘westernised’, it conserves the influences of traditional 

gender binary.  In both homosexual and transgender movements, queer people whose identities 

are gender ambiguous appear to be more familiar according to the majority as they fit well with 

common stereotypes.  However, they are understood as social outcasts who cannot blend in with 

cisgenderism and heteronormativity.  At the same time, queer glocalisation seems to leave them 

out of the mainstream queer communities that attempt to reject gender-ambiguity.  This has made 

this group of queer people unable to fit in both the dominant society, and the mainstream 

homosexual and transgender political movements. 

     

 Also, the division of homosexual and transgender rights activism of western queer rights 

activism has made it difficult to represent people whose identity is ambiguous, in-between, or 

dual in Thailand and Japan as activists in both countries borrow knowledge from the West.  In 

both countries, those who identify themselves as bisexual are under-represented because they do 

not have distinctive subcultures and they are able blend in with the majority of heterosexual 

people.  In both countries, as discussed in this chapter, traditions do not promote individual rights 

and discussion of sexuality in public.  Thus, western influences are unable to make some 

bisexual people to take pride in their identity.  They still prefer blending in with heterosexual 

people, and keep their sexuality a personal issue.  When queer communities are also dominated 

by gender binary, they do not represent people who choose not to be either or both genders, 

namely intersex or x-gender people.  This also excludes homosexual transgender people whose 

identity is complex, as seen in an example of kathoey-lesbians in Thailand that faced resistance 

by the mainstream kathoey community, and the lack of understanding of homosexual transgender 

people in Japan (Oe et al., 2011, p. 193).   

 In my interviews I was able to ascertain that homosexual transgender people whose 

identity is rarely known by others, still have to rely on knowledge and information from western 

queer studies to increase awareness of their identity in regard to the concept of gender non-
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binary and sexual fluidity.  I find the coming-out of kathoey-lesbians an interesting phenomenon, 

as it possibly suggests an upcoming trend that might transform queer politics, at least in the case 

of Thailand.  According to Thai kathoey-lesbians, queer identity that cannot challenge the gender 

binary and heteronormativity has become ‘traditional’ when compared to their ‘modernised’ 

identity that is more complex and fluid.  They also informed me of how foreign knowledge 

enabled them to be aware of the coexistence of homosexuality and transgenderism in themselves.  

It is exciting to speculate as to what non-binary and fluid queer identities will bring into the 

discussion about queer rights and freedom in Thailand and Japan in the future, or whether will 

they re-appropriate queer identities that are now perceived as negative by queer rights activists to 

challenge Thai and Japanese heteronormativity.  Homosexual transgender identity also suggests 

that the process of queer glocalisation keeps on going, and still impacts upon queer communities 

outside western countries.           

2.2 Socio-Economic Status and Urban/Rural Division 

 In regard to socio-economic and geographic status, I observed that mainstream queer 

communities and the majority of queer support groups are located in urban areas.  Besides more 

educational and work opportunities, big cities provide people an international and multicultural 

environment where they have become more familiar with foreignness, including western queer 

cultures.  Knowledge of queer studies and queer rights issues has increased since the 1980s, and 

this has supported the development of queer studies and queer support groups in urban areas of 

Thailand and Japan.  However, the ability to understand information in English is still essential 

to being able to access up-to-date knowledge, because both countries lack sufficient knowledge 

about queerness, and their traditional discourses do not support queer rights activism.  This 

excludes some groups of people, namely those who mainly live in rural areas away from 

mainstream queer communities and who do not have the opportunity to study or work in a 

cosmopolitan environment in urban areas, from understanding queer rights-related information 

and knowledge from western countries.  The division between urban and rural also reduces the 

likelihood of those in rural areas from connecting with queer support groups and participating in 
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queer rights activism, unless they move to live or work in big cities.  This strengthens D’Emilio’s 

(1993) and Altman’s (2001) argument that modern queer identity requires specific factors to 

enable queer people to access the information that will enable them to break from 

heteronormative traditions in their own countries.  Financial independence is another important 

factor for Thai and Japanese queer people to be able to survive in the dominant society without 

relying on traditional heteronormativity.  When international queer rights movements mainly 

focus on the suppression of heteronormativity and sexuality-related rights issues, they do not 

really consider other factors such as socio-economic and geographic status.  This has meant that 

international queer rights movements are unable to reach out to queer people who have no access 

to foreign knowledge, and overlooks the fact that queer people in Thailand and Japan are also 

affected by hierarchal socio-economic structures. 

 Based on my observation, as the socio-economic gap in Thai society is wide, the impact 

of social status on different experiences of Thai queer people of queer glocalisation is prominent.  

As the mainstream Thai queer community is dominated by capitalism and consumerism, it is 

exclusive to people who have high purchasing power and professional success to remain in the 

mainstream queer communities.  Conversely, those who have less or no financial independence 

face difficulties in being included in the mainstream communities, and have limited ability to 

challenge traditional suppression.  This is because they are still more familiar with giving up 

individual rights, and being satisfied with their inferiority within the Thai patronage system.  

Lack of education can limit their understanding about queerness and awareness of their rights 

that are generally based on western philosophy, using academic terminology and technical terms 

in English.  This prevents them from using legal support, even though they have a right to it.  

Thai queer people of a lower socio-economic status depend on support from those who have 

better opportunities to introduce them to the knowledge and information that is important to 

understand their rights.  

 In the case of Japan, social homogeneity appears to make socio-economic inequality 

obscure.  Similar to Chiavacci’s argument (2008, pp. 10-13, pp. 20-21), responses from my 
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Japanese participants suggest that socio-economic status does not have an impact on the 

experiences of queer people.  However, as discussed in chapter seven, there are some groups of 

people that are overlooked in Japanese society, such as barakumin, or social outcaste (Samuel, 

2008, p. 181, pp. 182-183) and homeless people, as they are not accepted as part of the dominant 

society.  Invisibility therefore make it difficult to identify the experiences of queer people in 

these communities.  This can be seen in the general representation of Japanese queer people who 

mostly live middle-class lifestyles.  Additionally, the majority queer rights activists and their 

organisations are generally limited to urban areas.  Like the case of Thailand, knowledge about 

queer and queer rights are mainly based on western scholars, making it exclusive to Japanese 

people who have sufficient ability to understand academic material or English language.  In this 

case, the majority of them remain studying and working in larger cities.  I also previously 

showed that according to Japanese participants queer lifestyles are unimaginable in rural areas.  

Whilst queer people in Japan generally face oppression, the lack of understandings about queer 

and social support for queer people in small cities mean that queer people in rural areas 

experience even stronger pressure.  Although queer glocalisation contributes to the growth of 

queer rights activism in Japan, its main focus is still on discrimination against homosexuality or 

transgenderism.  Imported knowledge is unable to challenge the illusion of ‘all middle-class’ 

society, since socio-economic class difference is overlooked in queer politics.          

 The impact of socio-economic status on transgender identity also stands out.  It is 

important for Thai and Japanese transgender people to be able to access knowledge from foreign 

countries so that they can identify themselves outside traditional discourses and be aware of the 

possibility to be included in the dominant society.  I agree with the observation of Duangwises 

(2014) and Shu Min Yuen (2017) that modified transgender identity is closely related to modern 

technology which enables transgender people to complete their transition.  It also represents 

modern understandings about transgenderism that people of higher socio-economic status can 

access.  The more purchasing power they have, the easier it is to become the gender they desire 

and the more ability they have to access imported knowledge to challenge traditional discourses 

of transgenderism.  In the case of Thailand, queer glocalisation has enabled some transgender 
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people to re-identify themselves as politicised transsexual women and transsexual men.  

Similarly, in the case of Japan, queer glocalisation introduces GID to Japan and supports the 

growth of newer transgender movements that have succeeded in bringing about the legalisation 

of gender reassignment surgery and gender change law.  However, only Japanese transgender 

people who have more purchasing power can complete their transition, and consequently be able 

to change their gender.  As argued by Yuen (2017), money plays an important role in helping 

Japanese transgender people to complete their transition.  This raises the question as to whether 

modified transgender identity in the case of Japan is exclusive to certain socio-economic groups.  

 Socio-economic status also overlaps with ethnicity and the intersection of these two 

identities can impact on the experiences of queer people.  Within both Thai and Japanese 

contexts, the physical appearance of members of the ethnic majority and minority is not as 

distinctive when compared to some western countries such as New Zealand where the difference 

in appearance between New Zealanders of European descent (Pākehā) and Māori is great.  Some 

ethnic minorities in Thailand and Japan are from neighbouring countries such as Vietnam or 

Cambodia or in the case of Japan, Korea, which possibly makes people’s physical features less 

distinctive from those of the ethnic majority.  However, the income and status exclusivity of the 

queer community that Bérubé points to also happens in the case of Thailand and Japan.  Queer 

glocalisation has generally increased understandings about sexuality and queer rights-related 

issues in Thailand and Japan, but discussion of ethnic minorities in queer communities is really 

uncommon.  Although the discussion of the intersection of queer identity and ethnicity in 

western queer studies has increased, ethnicity-related issues in western countries such as the 

United States are different from Thailand and Japan.  It is difficult to directly apply the 

experiences of queer Black Americans, for instance, to describe ethnic minority in Thai and 

Japanese queer communities due to different cultural and historical contexts.  

 Considering the intersection of socio-economic status, ethnicity, and queerness, the ethnic 

majorities in Thai and Japanese queer communities have privileges as they have more 

opportunities within the dominant society.  In Thailand, Sino-Thais comprises the majority of the 
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Thai middle-class population that dominates the economy and politics, and therefore represents 

people of a higher social status (Sattayanurak, 2008, p. 37).  This group has consequently 

become the main representation of Thai queer communities in urban areas.  The Sino-Thai 

middle-classes with access to better educational and professional opportunities, which means that 

queer members of this ethnic group have greater opportunities to learn about individual rights 

and use financial independence to negotiate with the dominant society.  Also, according to some 

Thai participants, queer people in this ethnic group have more opportunities to receive benefits 

from queer support laws in other countries, such as being able to change their gender or having 

their marriage legalised by the state, because they have sufficient fundings to travel and live 

abroad.  Regarding representation, the physical features of Sino-Thai such as fair skin and a 

distinct facial structure, are ideals of beauty, cosmopolitan trends, and fashion icons in queer 

communities (Dacanay, 2011, p. 110; Farmer, 2011, p. 96).  As argued by Dacanay (2011, p. 110) 

and Kang (2017, pp. 13-15, p. 19), queer glocalisation made Sino-Thai the main representation 

of middle-class gay communities.  Conversely, physical appearance of native Thai, especially 

those who have darker skin colour and smaller body size, are understood as ‘money boy’ from 

rural areas that have to be dependent on western sex tourists.  This example suggests that queer 

glocalisation may increase opportunities for Thai queer people to interact with western queer 

people, and made them more familiar with cultural hybridisation.  However, it is unable to 

overthrow socio-economic and ethnic-based prejudice that still place a certain ethnic group 

below another.     

 In Japan, it is much more difficult to recognise ethnic and cultural diversity.  As I have 

discussed in previous chapters, queer people and ethnic minorities, who can pass as the majority, 

choose to hide their personal distinguishing features to avoid discrimination.  Consequently, 

discussing ethnic backgrounds in both the dominant society and queer communities is 

uncommon, as in the example of J03’s Zainichi Korean gay male friend who only revealed his 

ethnicity to close friends.  Similar to the case of barakumin and homeless people, the myth that 

everyone is middle-class in Japan can cause queer people to overlook the existence of ethnic 

minorities in their communities.  This is because members of ethnic minorities are usually treated 
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as outsiders and do not have similar economic opportunities (Lee, 1999, p. 50; Iino, 2007, pp. 

71-72; Murphy-Shigematsu,2008, pp. 290-293; Sjöberg, 2008, p. 200, pp. 203-204).  

Consequently, they also have limited access to the mainstream queer communities, as well as to 

imported knowledge about queer rights.   

 It can be assumed that queer ethnic minorities, including half and Japanese resident 

foreigners, may not encounter discrimination in regard to their sexuality, because they are 

already treated as ‘the others’ and are excluded from responsibilities to conform to traditional 

gender roles.  Especially, in the case of half, whose one side of their ancestry is of Caucasian, 

their mixed ancestry represents their link to western cultures, internationalism, and consequently 

their difference from ethnically homogeneous Japan (Lopez, 2016, p. 74).  This seems to enable 

them to more easily blend in with the mainstream queer communities that are culturally 

hybridised.  Thus, the gender expression and sexuality of ethnic minorities in Japan may not be 

strictly regulated by the dominant society.  Also, queer communities in Japan appear to be 

multicultural and interactional, as foreigners are welcome to be part of them.  However, it is still 

impossible to draw conclusions about queer glocalisation experiences of ethnic minorities in 

Japanese queer communities due to insufficient information about them.  Further study of the 

intersection of queer identity and ethnicity in Japan would help to understand whether people in 

this intersectional group face a greater burden to hide multiple identities, or whether being 

treated as outsiders reduces their burden to conform to traditional gender roles, when compared 

to the ethnic majority.         

2.3 Other Identities in the Intersection with Queerness 

 In addition to gender, sexuality, socio-economic status and ethnicity, other identities also 

shape the experiences of queer glocalisation of queer people in Thailand and Japan.  Since I have 

few details about the intersection of these identities, I have grouped them together in this sub-

section.  In chapters six and seven, I provided some examples of minorities in Thai and Japanese 

queer communities that are invisible.  Western queer studies has shed light on some 
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intersectional groups in queer communities, such as religious minorities, senior queer people, 

and disabled queer people.  However, in some cases, such knowledge cannot directly be applied 

to describe certain intersectional groups in Thai and Japanese queer communities.  For example, 

similar to ethnic minority, the majority of Thai and Japanese people are Buddhists, which makes 

the social context different from western countries where the majority is Christian.  This suggests 

that queer glocalisation does not spread its influences on Thai and Japanese queer communities 

similarly and equally.  In addition to gender, socio-economic status, and ethnicity, other multiple 

social hierarchical structures in Thailand and Japan only enable privileged groups of queer 

people to have an access to western knowledge and political cultures.  In addition, mainstream 

queer rights activism is unable to fill the gap to include other intersectional groups.     

 In regard to religion, Suganuma (2014) and Subhawanthanakun (2017) discuss how 

religious minorities in Thai and Japanese queer communities are overlooked in the discussion 

about queer rights activism.  The experiences of queer people in Muslim and other religious 

communities in both countries are little recognised, while this group risks facing physical and 

more severe discrimination from their religious communities.  As the majority of Thai and 

Japanese people in the mainstream queer communities are Buddhist they possibly ignore the 

importance of the physical safety of queer people in non-Buddhists communities that do not 

share the same degree of social tolerance.  Queer glocalisation in Thailand and Japan generally 

introduces knowledge and political strategies from countries that have Judeo-Christian 

backgrounds, and consequently do not raise awareness of queer people in Muslim communities.  

The discussion with both Thai and Japanese participants, they only recognise Islam as a 

homophobic religion without being aware of queerness that exists in Muslim communities. This 

has made the existence of Muslim queer people invisible in the interaction between my two case 

studies and the West.   

 Additionally, the intersection of queerness and disability is still uncommon in both 

Thailand and Japan.  Although some participants recognised that disabled queer people faced 

more multilayered oppression, I did not find any political campaigns that focus on the 
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intersection between queerness and disability.  The main representation of queer people that is 

constructed by queer glocalisation process in both countries are still physically and mentally 

abled.  Both countries also lack knowledge about the intersection of these two identities; even 

though the discussion about either queer rights or disabled rights is more common.  According to 

the argument of Nakamura (2012, pp. 8-10) and T21’s opinion on this issue, Thai and Japanese 

people generally perceive disabled people as pure and sexless, which made it difficult to discuss 

their sexuality not to mention the possible queerness of disabled people.   

 Besides religion and disability, I also notice that age can be considered another factor that 

made experiences of Thai and Japanese queer people different.  Cultural interaction between 

national and foreign influences is continuous.  As discussed throughout this thesis, there is a gap 

between traditional and newer concepts of queerness which makes it difficult for older queer 

people to adjust to recent changes in queer politics and queer studies.  In addition, I observed that 

ageing is rarely considered an important issue in queer rights activism.  The main representation 

of queer communities revolves around sexuality, flirting, party-going, and entertainment which 

generally belong to people of younger age.  Conversely, stable long term relationship and family 

life are still limited to heterosexual couples.  Unlike in liberal societies in the West, in the family-

orientated societies of Thailand and Japan, children are expected to take care of their parents and 

grandparents.  This means older people can receive support if they conform to heteronormative 

traditions.  Queer glocalisation contributes to continuous transformation in Thai and Japanese 

queer communities, but older generations still remain in heteronormative traditions or previous 

understandings about queerness.  As discussed in this chapter, although Thai and Japanese queer 

people became more aware of individual rights, family bonds are still important to their national 

identity.  This seems to suggest that there is still no clear solution to find a balance between 

individual rights and social support that is based on seniority and family relationship.                  

 The intersection of multiple identities and queerness shows how it is difficult for queer 

rights movements to represent the diversity of queer people, and queer glocalisation does not 

shed light on the diverse experiences of various intersectional groups.  In my interviews it was 
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evident that some participants who were activists, believed that if they accomplished political 

goals such as same-sex marriage, every queer person could benefit from change.  Although this 

goal is promising, I am cautious of the lack of inclusiveness of queer rights movements and the 

limit of their contribution.  The legalisation of same-sex marriage, for instance, could benefit 

queer people regardless of their social status but it does not mean that every queer individual is 

capable of resisting traditional heteronormativity, or has the ability to enjoy certain rights.  There 

is still a gap in knowledge about queerness and awareness of individual freedom within Thai and 

Japanese queer communities, that is mainly based on western influences and exclusive to 

privileged groups of queer people.  Also, the legalisation of same-sex marriage will not 

automatically increase the social acceptance of queer people by the majority.  For example, queer 

people in Thai Muslim communities have to conform to their religious values and are surrounded 

by people who strictly conform to heteronormativity.  This can prevent them from marrying the 

same gender; although they have a right to.  

 It is understandable that queer rights movements have to solely focus on sexuality-related 

issues because their political goal will be precise and not too complicated.  However, it is 

important for queer rights movements to cooperate and exchange their concerns with movements 

of other identity groups, such as ethnic minorities, the working-classes, or disabled people.  This 

would need to be a reciprocal process: groups mobilising on behalf of other groups would need 

to recognise the needs of queer members.  At the time of writing, the intersection between 

multiple identities of queer people is not a common topic in Thailand and Japan when compared 

to legal or queer rights-related issues, which appear to be more serious.  I agree with a suggestion 

of T18 that to promote individual rights queer people should not limit their mobilisation to queer 

communities.  She believed that individual rights should be the topic that everyone should be 

aware of, so people should come together to change society.  If queer people recognise a 

combination of multiple identities, they will realise how they can relate with others from other 

communities and possibly belong to more than one identity group.  Thus, the representation of 

diverse groups of people in queer communities should not be the responsibility of only queer 
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people, but the mission of everyone to promote rights, freedom and equality, regardless of 

identity.  

Conclusion 

 In this final chapter, I have analysed my data collected from Thailand and Japan, to draw 

conclusions from my study about the influences of queer glocalisation on queer politics and 

queer communities in these two countries.  Through a theoretical framework of queer 

glocalisation, I have studied the reciprocal interaction of foreign influences and traditional 

discourses of queer that uniquely shape queer politics in Thailand and Japan.  I observed that 

foreign influences are adjusted to fit in Thai and Japanese contexts, and are used to serve the 

interest of queer people.  Although the discussion of queer globalisation revolves around the 

binary between ‘modern and westernised queer’ and ‘traditional and national heteronormativity’, 

the line between both sides are blurred.  I argue that queer glocalisation is not a recent 

phenomenon, since this process has constructed and transformed cultures in the past as well.  

This can be seen in how previous queer identity that used to be seen as ‘non-traditional’ became 

‘traditional’ when compared to more recent queer identity.  Thai and Japanese people perceive 

familiar values as ‘traditional’, and what they are not as ‘foreign’ or ‘western’, the opposition to 

their national cultures.  I also showed that constant interaction between national and foreign 

queer cultures made the status of cultural indigeneity and foreignness changeable.  The 

representation of peculiar and funny cross-dressing queer men is an obvious example of this 

case, as it used to be associated with foreignness but is now perceived by rights activists as 

traditional misconception.   

 The intersection of multiple identities shows unequal spread of queer glocalisation within 

Thai and Japanese contexts, making experiences of intersectional groups under-represented or 

invisible.  It also shows that the mainstream queer rights activism focuses on the experiences of 

the majority or privileged queer people.  Minority groups in queer communities still have no 

access to imported knowledge and culturally hybrid spaces of the mainstream queer 
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communities.  Gender, sexuality, socio-economic status, ethnicity, religion, disability and age can 

interact with both national and foreign influences, to produce diverse experiences for queer 

people.  The common representation of Thai and Japanese queer communities is limited to 

masculine gay men who have a higher socio-economic status, young or middle-aged, come from 

ethnic and religious majorities, and who are the physically and mentally able.  The experiences 

of queer women, working-class queer people, queer people who belong to an ethnic and religious 

minority, older queer people and disabled queer people are partially recognised or not recognised 

at all.  Solely focusing on sexuality has caused queer rights activism in Thailand and Japan to fail 

to represent the diversity of queer people, their experiences of queer globalisation and their 

political concerns.  However, promoting recognition of the intersection of multiple identities is 

beyond the mission of queer rights movements.  This requires people of all groups to cooperate 

and discuss and exchange their knowledge to promote the rights and freedom of all identity 

groups.              

Directions for Future Research 

 Future research on queer globalisation in Asia would be required to study the diversity of 

cultural contexts in the continent.  My research focuses on two countries that have Buddhist 

background and do not aggressively oppose queerness.  It would be valuable to shed light on the 

experiences of Asian queer people in other countries where the majority is Christian, such as the 

Philippines or South Korea, or Muslim, such as Indonesia and Malaysia.  Although research 

fieldwork in countries that express strong opposition to queerness is challenging, it would 

provide incomparable knowledge about the particularity of their queer identities, queer politics 

and queer communities.  Furthermore, it is still important to explore different groups of queer 

people in each case study.  I anticipate that in the future, when knowledge about queerness 

develops it will be easier to access different groups of queer people in different countries, and 

scholars will be able to gather information about the experiences of other queer groups and 

thereby represent them.  
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Appendix 

Interview Questions 
(All questions were translated to Thai and Japanese.) 

Introduction  

This interview is divided into 3 parts.   

1. Background and Identity 

In this 1st part, I focus on your background, self-identity, connection queer community and rights 
activism.  

1) Please tell me about your background (such as hometown or family).   

a. Did you come out to your family?  

b. As a queer individual, was it difficult to live in your hometown? 

2) What is your sexual identity?  When and how did you learn about the term that you use to 
describe your sexuality?  

a. Besides LGBT, have you ever heard other sexual identities? If so, please explain.  

b. Do you think there are any queer people who do not use “LGBT” to refer to 
themselves?  Do you know why they do so? 

3) How do you connect with the queer community?  When did you get involved with queer 
human rights activism?  

a. How and when did you find out about this organisation?  

b. For queer people, what is the benefit of being in a community?  
 

4) For Thai/Japanese queer people, do you think “coming out” is important and should people 
do so?   

a. What is the main cause why some people cannot come out?  Do you think this 
problem can be solved?  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2. Glocalisation, Modern Technology, and Foreign Influences 
  
 The second part is about the glocalisation of queer cultures.  Generally, queer cultures 
and queer human rights activism have been taken from the West, so queer globalisation is 
described as cultural colonisation.  That means to taking culture from the West is to be colonised 
by the West.  This perception overlooks unique aspects of queer cultures in each Asian country.        

 According to Roland Robertson, glocalisation then indicates the coexistence of 
globalisation and localisation, or homogenisation and differentiation.  For this research, the 
applied glocalisation theoretical framework suggests that Thai/Japanese queer cultures are not a 
copy of their western counterparts, but a hybrid of foreign and national cultures.  This research 
intends to explore the particularity of Thai/Japanese queer cultures that foreigners may not 
recognise.    

5) Presently, technology such as the Internet makes people access information more easily 
and more frequently than in the past.  Do you think technology has an influence on Thai/
Japanese queer people?  (E.g. understanding about sexuality, queer rights, and freedom)  
 

a. Through which media sources such as websites, books, or magazines, do you think 
information about queerness is more useful and more accurate?  Why?  

6) Do you know about queer human rights activism in other countries?  Do you think that 
activism has an influence on and is an inspiration of Thai/Japanese queer activists?  If so, 
what is that influence or inspiration?  

7) From travelling or media, do you think the experiences and cultures of queer people in 
other countries are different from Thailand/Japan?  How are they different?  

a. Do you think Thai/Japanese society has homophobia and transphobia?  Compared 
with countries in which homosexuality is illegal, do you think this kind of hatred is 
hidden and not clearly shown? Why?  

b. Compared with other Asian countries, Thailand is known for being a ‘queer 
paradise’/Japanese queer cultures flourish, but it is still difficult to accept queer 
people.  What do you think is the cause of this? 

c. Do you think queer rights activism in your country is a copy of western political 
movements? Why?  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3. Diversity and Double Minority 

 The third section is about double minority.  Double minority refers to complex minority.  
In queer communities of every country, queer people are various.  Their experiences are also 
unique.  In this kind of community, there are both the privileged minority and invisible minority.  
This question intends to investigate the diversity of Thai/Japanese queer people. 

8) In queer communities, which group of queer people do you think is discriminated against, 
prejudiced, and ignored more than others?  

9) Do you think that in Thailand/Japan, gender, race, class, religion, or disability have an 
influence on being queer?  Do you think that these features can lead to invisibility, division 
or privilege within queer communities?  

a. Queer people who are ethnic minorities, foreign citizens, multiracial or indigenous 
are rarely mentioned.  Do you think that among these groups of people are there are 
any queer people?  Have you ever heard their stories?  Do you know why these 
groups of queer people rarely gain attention? Why? 

b. Do you think queer rights activism is the duty of ‘the middle-class’ or people of 
‘upper (socio-economic) status’?  Why?  Have you ever heard of the experiences of 
queer people from working-class or lower socio-economic backgrounds?  

c. As a lesbian, a bisexual woman, or a queer woman, do you think Thai/Japanese 
male dominance has an influence on female sexual minorities?  What kind of 
influence?  

10) How should we create unity in queer communities?  To increase visibility of ignored queer 
people, what would be a good mechanism to support them? 
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