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Kanokwan Tar anan

fact, there is no specific termin Thai for |eshianism

The cl osest equivalent is |en-peuhn or “playing wth
friends.” The verb len does not indicate playing as an inno-
cent preoccupation but rather connotes disrespect and
i nproper behavior. Mre appropriate to nany | eshians are
the labels t omand dee. These are shortened versions of
“tomboy” and “lady.” Toms are the nore “nascul i ne” of
the couple, vhile dees are the nore “femnine.” Anjaree, the
first | eshian organi zation in Thailand, has created a newterm
inTha for |eshianismand uses it officialy toidentify the
group: ying-rug-ying or “wormen who | ove wonen.”

Thaj | aw does not state anything regarding | esbians. In

ATTI TUDES W THIN THE FAM LY

Thai culture allows wonen to interact closely wth one
another. This often makes it hard to determ ne whet her
wonen coupl es are in fact lovers or just friends. Two
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wonen can |ive together for an extended anmount of tine,
hol d hands, hug in public, sleepin the sane bed, and even
raise a child together wthout nuch opposition, because
such rel ationships are generally not seen as sexual . Ufortu-

“Nobody accepts it when wonen woul d

like to narry wonen. Now that she's

nately, such relationships are denied the socia recognition
that heterosexual narriages are accorded, and parents
accept such relationships only so long as the sexual nature
of the relationship renains hi dden.

For exanple, tomand dee relationships are often
opposed by parents because the sexual nature of the rela-
tionship is clear. In such cases, parents often use forced
narriages to “cure” the daughters’ “abnornality.” As a
result, nany |eshians suffer extrene confusion and self
doubt. Many young worren flee their homes due to the
pressure to narry or to stop seeing their wonman | over;
sone conmit suici de.

(e such case was reported at a recent seninar in
Bangkok. A wonan from Bokwan village, Miang district,
Nongkhai provi nce, gave the fol lowng report:

The story started when a wonan in Nadee Village in
Nongkhai Province came to work at Udont hani
Province. She was 16. At the workpl ace she net one
wonan from Wont hani. They fell in |ove and reached
the level that they bought rings for each other and
wanted to get narried. But the parents of this young
girl of 16 wanted her to get narried to a nan. She did-
n't knowwhat to do. Wen we heard the news about this
agai n she had al ready hung hersel f. The ring was still
on her finger.

Asked if the parents felt sad about their daughter’s sui -
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cide, the wonan replied:

Not at all. Nobody accepts it when wonen would like to
marry wonen. Now that she’s dead, they say she
deserved it... The villagers tal ked anongst thensel ves
that she should die, this kind of person. '

DI SCRI M NATI ON | N THE WORKPLACE

Gnder and sexuality are identities that are expressed in
language, attitude, and behavior. Toms, who nanifest “nas-
culing” qualities such as short hair and pants and speak wth
the nascul ine formof |anguage, >are often nore visible than
dees. Toms do not fit into the typica Tha inage of a fen-
nine wonan and often face nalicious gossip, harassnent,
and discrimnation. Mst decision-nmakers in workpl aces in
Thai | and are nen who hol d strong vi ews about “proper”
(i.e., feninine) appearance, and nany jobs require wongn to
vear skirts. Toms often have to hide their identity in order
to get ajob, and the discrimnation does not stop at the job
interview Mny |eshians nust hide their identity throughout
their careers. They cannot speak or act in any way which
voul d show that they are | eshians.

MASS MEDI A

If it isnentioned at all wthin Thai society, |eshianismis
consi dered to be an abnornal ity or a passing phase. Reflect -
ing the attitudes that prevail in Thai society, the nedia gen-
erally perpetuates the view that |eshians need to be
“cured.” News reporters of all sorts nake fun of |eshian rel a-
tionships and wite about |eshianismas the result of a bro-
ken hone or a wonan's bad experiences or failure in having
relationships wth nen. Few if any, |eshians have confronted
the mass nedia about these portrayal s because such
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inages are extrenely entrenched in Thai society and are
often internal i zed by | eshi ans thensel ves.

Thai academcs and nental heal th professional s viewles-
bi anismas a deviation fromnornal behavior. Mst believe
that honosexual ity needs to be treated with therapy. *

LESBI AN ORGANI ZI NG

Ajaree is the first leshian
organization in Thailand. It
was founded by a small
group of Thai |eshians in
1986. The first aimof the
organi zation was for its
nmenbers to have a safe
space in which to meet
and hold socia events. The

. — . organi zation grew out of
Leshi an activist Anjana

Suvar nananda, addressing an the mnen S rmvement,
international leshian and gay ~ and Anjaree at first served

mainly |eshian femnists
and their friends. Hwever, the ngority of Thai leshians are
not active wthin the feninist novenent, and over the past
few years Anjaree’ s nenbership (which currently nunbers
over 300) has grown to include a nmuch broader spectrum of
wonen.

In 1990, Anjaree hosted the first Asian Leshian Network
(ALN) neeting in Bangkok. This neeting had a strong
inpact on Anjaree, as did a 1991 wor kshop on vi ol ence
agai nst | eshians at an international conference held in
Bangkok. * Mre | eshians paid attention to the organization,
and the inspiration and strength acquired fromthese neet -
ing encouraged Anjaree to becone public about its exis-
tence. Anjaree did not trust the nainstreampress and did
not know how the public would respond to the organi zati on.
Many nenfbers feared being rejected by famly and friends if
thei r nenbership in the organi zati on becane known. S nce
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no woren had ever cone out publicly as |esbians in Thai -
|'and, Anjaree nenbers had no exanpl es to fol | ow

As aresult of the workshop, a smal| Bangkok paper inter-
viewed a nenber of Anjaree. The paper was read only by a
smal | nunber of people and Anjaree received hardly any
response. In early 1993, Anjaree agreed that its name and
address coul d be printed in a colum in Strange, a sensa-
tional weekly magazi ne. The columm in which Anjaree had its
information printed was a questi on-and-answer col umm pri -
narily ained at gay nen. The organi zation received a signifi -
cant response fromthis particul ar coverage. Apparently,
many of Anjaree’s current nenbers found out about the
organi zation through this col umm.

Anjaree has increasingly drawn the public’ s attention in
the past year. Aticles onleshianismwth interviews of Anja-
ree nenbers have appeared several tines in both the Thai-
and English-1anguage press, and the tone of such articles is
becom ng nore positive.® Anjaree has appeared i n naga-
zines, loca papers, and on a national TV program Anjaree
hol ds regul ar neetings and social events, publishes a
bi nonthly newsl etter, and receives letters fromwonen al |
over Thai | and.

Wthin the Thai woren’s novenent, |esbianismis not
w dely accepted as part of femnism In 1994, however,
Anjaree representatives began to attend | ocal, regional,
national, and international neetings on issues concerning
wonen. On International Vnmen's Day on March 8, 1995,
Anjaree appeared wth other grassroots wonen's organi za-
tions in a march for wonen's rights in Bangkok and was
anong the organi zations to present a letter to the Deputy
Prine Mnister. Inthe letter, the groups denanded changes
in Thai laws and public policy to inprove conditions for
wonen.
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NOTES

1 Supaporn Attanongkol, “M ol ence Against Vénen in Thai Soci -
ety: The Quiet War Wthout Borders,” in Krittaya Ado-
hawani j kul, ed., Khiang Rang Sang Phandin (The Hstory of
Qdinary Wnen Sruggling), Bangkok: Foundation for Vénen,
1995. This information was first reported in a semnar on
“Thai Wnen in the Next Decade: Gassroots \Wnen to the
Vérl d Gonference on Vnen in Beijing,” Emergency Hone for
VWnen and Chil dren, Bangkok, 29 Novenber 1994.

2 In Thai, many forns of speech vary dependi ng on the gender of
the speaker and of the person bei ng addressed.

3 For a discussion of honophobia within the psychiatric profes-
sion, see “Parents’ protectionism‘tied to surge in |eshian-
ism’” Nation, 17 July 1994, p. AL

4 The wor kshop took place at a 1991 conference on Viol ence
Agai nst Vnen organi zed by Vér Resisters International and
five Thai wonen' s groups.

5 For exanple, Varaporn Chansanit, “Wnen who | ove wonen,”
Nation, 25 Septenber 1994, Focus Section pp. Cl-Q; Tessa-
nee Vej ponogsa, “Thai NGO to press for |eshians' rights,”
Bangkok Post, 29 July 1994; Panwa, “‘Phuying kap thang say
ti saani (“V@nen and the third way”), Gty Life Mgazine, 5
July 1994, pp. 78-80.
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