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THAlI WOMEN’S EXPERIENCES WHO USE GLUTATIONE, WHITENING
TECHNOLOGY

KUNAKORN KANCHAWEE 5437756 SHMS/M
M.A. (MEDICAL AND HEALTH SOCIAL SCIENCES)

THESIS ADVISORY COMMITTEE: PIMPAWUN BOONMONGKON, Ph.D.,
PENCHAN SHERER, Ph.D., THAMMARAT MAROHABUTR, Ph.D.

ABSTRACT

The objective of this study was to study glutathione/skin whitening
technology use experiences among Thai women: reasons and patterns of use, symbolic
meanings given to glutathione, self-definitions and the fluidity of these women’s
identities. Data were collected through narrative interviews and observation among 8
glutathione-using, 20-30 year-old key informants in Bangkok and its vicinity.

The results indicated that these women were influenced by discourses on
effective skin pigment change which influenced them to use glutathione. These
women were found to have 5 complex patterns of glutathione/skin whitening
technology use: 1) beginning with whitening lotions and then adding topical or oral
glutathione to their regime; 2) beginning with glutathione injections and then
switching to high-concentration oral glutathione; 3) beginning with glutathione
injections and then discontinuing its use altogether; 4) beginning with traditional herbs
combined with whitening lotions and then adding topical or oral glutathione to their
regime; and 5) using laser and other skin treatments to whiten their facial skin and
then switching to topical glutathione. Symbolic meanings given to glutathione
revolved around modernity, chemical substances and the help glutathione provided
them in attaining success in both work and couple life. While using such products,
these women defined themselves in fluid ways informed about their physical
transformation. Some shifted their self-definition from *“cool-looking” to “beautiful”
as they felt the technology erased the scandalous dark skin color brought upon them by
sunlight; this also ended their self-definition as “dark-skinned”. As these women used
whitening substances, they felt that they were taking care of themselves, were
becoming increasingly modern, and had the agency to choose products for making
their bodies match societal expectations, which in turn increased their power and
access to the things they desired. However, some viewed their bodies as repositories
where chemicals accumulated as the result of their glutathione use. Patterns of use and
reasons why these substances were being used both underlined the importance of the
body as physical capital, which influenced their choice to use glutathione. Their choice
to use skin whitening products and their self-definitions furthermore reflected their
tastes and societal position.

KEY WORDS: GLUTATHIONE / SKIN WHITENING TECHNOLOGY/
WHITENING / THAl WOMEN
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THAI WOMEN’S EXPERIENCES WHO USE GLUTATIONE, WHITENING
TECHNOLOGY

KUNAKORN KANCHAWEE 5437756 SHMS/M
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THESIS ADVISORY COMMITTEE: PIMPAWUN BOONMONGKON, Ph.D.,
PENCHAN SHERER, Ph.D., THAMMARAT MAROHABUTR, Ph.D.

EXTENDEDE SUMMARY

Introduction

Natural skincare at present has been changed into technological process
supported by scientific concept. The mixture popularly blended with the whitening
products is glutathione which is one of the modern medicine technique developed
from the glutathione substance which is a medicine to treat the disorder of the nervous
system. Applying the glutathione substance to treat diseases with side effects allows
drug users to have paler complexion. There have been some thinkers to bring this
substance to produce for users have fairer complexion (Healthy Club, 2012).

Accessing the mixed and unmixed glutathione products is not sufficiently
restricted with ages or strict trading which is one of the causes allowing women to
easily access them. Coupling with the rising popular trend of needs being fair
complexion among the Thai women at the moment, they also increase the needs for
whitening products. Recently, among 10 women, there has been only 1-2 women
applied them. But, there are 3-4 women at present apply them and the trend is a
breakthrough growth. 8 in 10 would have applied it in future. The Thai women aged
18-64 years old using the whitening products have increased for 58% and cost around
2,000 Baht per head per month (Office of Health Promotion Fund, 2008).
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Variety of knowledge discourses on glutathione amid the Thai societies
and women is derived from many sectors. Negative perspectives have been proposed
for women who want fair complexion in associated with the medicinal knowledge
trumpeting the unnecessarily consuming glutathione added with dermatitis or skin
cancer. At the meantime, the knowledge discourse from advertising the mixtures of
glutathione in media presents its positive perspective of enabling to glow fair
complexion and its advantages. It could be witnessed that all the knowledge acquired
by the Thai women are both negative and positive. There are clashes all the time in the
lady lifestyles in whitening their skin with the standards of beauty during the societal
shift by popular trend under capitalism all the time. Amid the technological
development, it is worth to study when glutathione use is one of agents representing
modern technology and being created through discourse and multiple knowledge of
glutathione within societies around the women. Then how will the Thai women define
their identity? Under the clashes of knowledge body, how would the women identity
fluid and change? How would they reason their using glutathione? What are their

model of using whitening technology and defining their own sign of glutathione?

Objectives

1. To seek discourse and to address glutathione influencing the Thai
women;

2. To understand the style of using glutathione and whitening technologies
of the Thai women;

3. To know how to define the signs on glutathione of the Thai women; and

4. To understand how to define self-identity, beauty and whiteness of the
Thai women who use glutathione and the shifts of defining self-identity under the
context of discourses affecting women and the style of using the whitening

technology.
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Expected Benefits

The benefits of this research were not only for the researcher but key
informants were also regarded as co-researchers. This work also widened the space for
women to express themselves so that they would realize their intrinsic power that their
voices had meaning and were heard through their narrations. This included the
benefits of societies to set policies for women to pay attention more to their feeling

and their needs in this age.

Scope of The Study

The research on the Experiences of the Thai Women in Using Glutathione/
Whitening Technology was a qualitative approach conducted with 8 informants aged
20-30 years old under the purposive sampling and snowball sampling. Key informants
had to live in Bangkok and its vicinity and used glutathione of any kinds consistently
for at least three months (using injected glutathione for at least twice during the three
months round whereas taking-in and had to be continuously using for three months).
The data collection would continue until the saturation point based on theories and

key-informants.

Methodology

1. The targeted key-informants and the selection of sampling
methodology

The targeted key-informants were the Thai women using glutathione/
whitening technology through selection first from friend network and snowballing
based on the research objectives under the following inclusion criteria. The key-
informants were the Thai women aged 20-30 years using any glutathione for
continuously three months and living in Bangkok and vicinity. Their selection was
multiplication of education level, occupation, domicile, style of uses, and different
experiences. Data were collected until the data saturation point based on theory and
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key-informants. Also, key-informants were pseudonyms and data collection was
confidential.

2. Data collection

2.1. Narrative interview and observation: the narrative
interviews had been conducted with the Thai women within the selective targeted
group. Each interview was spent with 1-2 hours and with 1-2 times for each
interviewee during these five (5) months. The narrative interview proceeded with
generalized questions for interviewees to best provide personal information without
intervention. Informants would slowly narrated and without rush. The interviewer had
to sit and listen along with observing and recording the key issue. This narration
interview allowed the research to perceive their experiences and their feminist context
affecting their lives and their ways of thinking. Beside the narration interviews, the
researcher applied also observation during the interviews with dialogue, complexion,
and indoor environment.

In the case of interviewing in a hostel of the informants; they
provide variety of products which were in old pictures and their demeanors at the
presence of others.

2.2. Key-informant interview: two (2) saleswomen of
glutathione were interviewed, one from e-sales, and one from common market. One
was a staff in a beauty shop. Two interviewees were the friends of informants. They
were questioned about the products, earning, and reason to be the sales-agent, majority
of buyers, product presentation, the popularity of glutathione. Regarding interviews of
staff in the beauty shop; the interview questions were about the training organized how
to present product information, earning, whether sale volume affecting earning, and
whether there are limit of buyers. About interviews conducted with the close friends
of informants; interview questions were the perception of glutathione and situations
arisen under the situation of using glutathione between the informants and their

friends.
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3. Data analysis: it was emphasized on the narration of the experiences
among the lady users. Michel Foucault-based (1926-1984) theory of discourse concept
and analysis was applied to explain the experiences of using glutathione among lady
users, the uses of glutathione from societies and from the informants. Jean Baudrillard
- based (1929-2007) theory of symbolic consumption was used to address the uses of
glutathione. The concept of medicine as the representative of culture was applied to
explain the meaning of glutathione among women and societies in both symbol and
medicine. Pierre Boudier (1930-2002)’s concept of physical capital and the concept of
Habitus to raise the understanding and to analyze the meaning given to their self-
identity through their life spending and experiences in using the glutathione which
helped accessing their idea and belief. The NVIVO Program was used in organizing
the field-data, which helped systematizing data with coding of overt analytical format.

This research employed the model of Narrative Analysis.

Finding

1. Discourse and Glutathione Discourse Practice

Informants had the discourse of using glutathione from the concept of
discourse on exfoliation which was so vigorous and made informants to decide using
glutathione. Such discourse shined the effectiveness in using glutathione scientifically
affecting the exfoliation by stopping to produce melanin. It made consumers fairer
complexion. At the meantime, there was sub-discourse which was the risky discourse
in using glutathione, too.  However, these discourses were cycled in societies
surrounded by women with societal expectations and the word “lady” added to beauty.
This included the experiences emerged from learning how to co-exist in the lady
societies themselves. All the experiences included the perception of using glutathione
from variety of practices around them regardless talking and introducing to people
around them who used it and it was worth. Fairly glow ad-presenters and online social
network were hammering on the content of whiteness, gleam, and aura/brightness.
Staffs of department stores who used it and satisfactory or compared before using and
after using drew more attraction for the products through real trial with immediate
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result. From the discourse and all operations of glutathione as above they were all

drive for women to turn to arranging themselves to meet their wants.

2. Plans to arrange the body with beauty products and glutathione

They were complicated for their daily life and each of their life span. Each
life span could be divided into 5 types. First, it began with whitening mixed lotion and
added with using vanishing cream /instant glutathione. Second, it began with injecting
glutathione and changed to using intense instant glutathione. Third, it began with
injecting glutathione and stopped using it. Fourth, it was to use traditional herb with
whitening mixed lotion and added with vanishing cream /instant glutathione. Fifth, it
began to use laser/treatment to whiten and glow the face and changed to use
glutathione. Four important parts with the plans of using glutathione among
informants were the reasons to use it. They were, 1) needs to step over to be the black,
2) needs to ascend to another step, 3) curiosity and trial, and 4) needs more
nourishment. Information from each informant could provide reasons and plans in
using glutathione more than one type and each item could be changed by needs of

each informant’s life span

3. Meaning given to the symbolic glutathione

Meaning of the symbolic glutathione was given by the informants
themselves which was worthier than the values of using the product. They perceive
meaning given from both advertisement and their experiences as being the mutation
and ethnic adaptation. It was also meant the adulterated thing and chemicals. Using
glutathione was referred to the needs of life and career which was compared to
broadening the space and social network. It also represented another step of self care.
Finally, glutathione was further meant modernity when it was used and turned the
person modern.

Glutathione included the meaning of definition and perception of its
security. Informants defined glutathione security as the body can excrete through
normal excretion system and also meant what the body could proportionately receive
as in the tag or the experts’ advice. Safe glutathione was the gradual nourishment

development and the mark of the Food and Drug Administration was the sign of
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safety. The use of the mixed glutathione was less dangerous than other mixture.
Applying glutathione was safer than taking-in and injection. Finally, having the trusted
persons introducing and informing registered shop also proved its safety.

Informants perceived and defined danger of glutathione with burning pain
or exuviated skin from injecting glutathione. Some informants realized glutathione
was a dangerous chemical and at the same time they defined it being compared thing
rejected by the body. However, human used it to change what one wanted. Those
informants who perceived danger of using injected glutathione sensed it is unsafe,

dangerous with more activated and more acute than taking-in and creaming.

4. Defining individual identity and the self-fluid

Self-defining of an individual was impermanent but changed with the
context around women before, during and after using glutathione. Just an individual
could diversely define herself by her experiences and usually defined being feminist of
self care and modernity. Informants likely defined themselves from their own race
such as either as white as the Chinese women (A-muay) or as the Mon women, who
had fair and yellow complexion, or the southerner women who had darker complexion
than usual. Some compared themselves with other ethnics such as the African women
who could not wear bright color dresses. In addition, informants defined whiteness and
beauty were a part of deciding to change their bodies to have their bodies as they
wanted to define whiteness and beauty as they have valued.

Self-defining of the women affected their decision-making to choose
products, their appearance, their complexion and their lifestyles, which create physical
and psychological change. It affected their fluid according to their physical change. At
the meantime, women defined themselves in fluid ways informed about their using the
products. Their themselves fluid with their physical change was the self-fluid through
their physical change from being the black who found hard time to dress and without
confidence upon being whiter and they were more confident. In addition, there was the
fluid of defining oneself who changed from smartness to defining oneself as beauty.
Besides, defining oneself fluid by the physical change; there was also self-defining
fluid according to the product uses. Self-changes both from those failing in self care

and those having standard self-care were shifted to special self care or greater level
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attention to self care than before. At the meantime, they used chemical products and
their feeling about their selves also changed. Their selves became the source
accumulating chemicals. Besides chemical contained in the products and the products
were also similar to the representative of modernity. Informants consuming modern
products felt themselves being modern persons. Finally, the self-fluid through using
products included the turn to choose products for their own uses by being the doers
unnecessarily relying on experts any longer, while choosing the products worth for
one’s face brought confidence to oneself, happy smile and attractive personality.
Defining oneself of the informants looked either permanent such as lady-
ness or impermanent such as modernity. Both were all just the beginning of the lady
life course. It showed their selves which identified their position societies and it was
the start of decision-making to change oneself or self care. This happened change or
the fluid of defining oneself. Women learned and experienced in each of their life
span. What were reasons for what they chose or they did not choose. And all came

from choosing experience and their selves who chose to present it in each context.

Discussion

1. Glutathione as a tool for mutation

Using glutathione among women underlined many reasons. Some meant
for self-change to be attractive. But the implication in their using glutathione was the
change of shape or the root of genes. When they were conscious what they have been
inherited, it was irrefutable and when they led their life in societies which values from
tangible thing and found their shapes unmet social standards; they attempted to find
things to change their bodies. They were using products chosen to mutate themselves.
Taking glutathione became the consumed tool of mutation which would change their
bodies. Consumers of this thing were people who consumed the same thing, which
was whiteness valued by social. To de-differentiate themselves from others for social
acceptance in the scope of “do dee” (attractiveness), educated, well-nurtured, clean

and innocent, and greater ethnic; in depth, consuming glutathione was similar to the
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consumption which rose the imitation process in the scope which they valued and
differentiated from their previous selves.

2. Women and (natural) beauty artifact

At present, nature has been dressed up into the natural artifact and it is
constructed from chemicals in products and high technologies. All these are the
alternatives to create naturalness to the lady beauty in the current era. Women with
different “Habitus” in shape, appearance, wealth, status, education and family forging
and learning, allow them to act and to decide in order to choose lady products for uses
and for self-change. There are diverse patterns by lady backgrounds. Their expression
through their shapes is like a mirror to reflect their selves and social around them.
With the multi-experiences in building and beautifying their shapes or retaining
youngness; they make their complexion shined and whitened by the demand of social
which imposes burden and duty of self care in order to retain femininity. Though
being the artifact nature, women are proud of it because it indicates that one is able to
address all things under one’s control. It also displays appearance, face, wealth, status

and education until one can reach this point by oneself.

3. Whiteness and more opportunities

Whiteness is appealed by a lady. Many might be curious why is it to be
white? And what are benefits? But what is deeper in thinking about whiteness on her
complexion which demands her invest for her body. What are higher returns? Some
women express their gratification or some recall their money but some use their
boyfriends to represent their rewards after addressing their bodies. It is witnessed that
whiteness for women are more than their visual bodies but what they learn from social
is their bodies are enabled to be the physical capital. Realizing the ability of whiteness
as their physical capital, it could help her step up to another level of social or having
the new social network. They are viewed positively worthwhile regarding whiteness
which social has valued. The use their bodies to top-up regarding their spouses whom
they have more rights to choose, works are paraded to them or recognized by people in
general that they are successful in self care. Women are another people where their

selves are fluid by their external appearance.
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4. Injected glutathione: whiteness injection with unfair risk

The current glutathione has many kinds for choosing. But injected
glutathione has greater special meaning. In comparison, injection means speedier and
better technology. The injected glutathione becomes the mark of whiteness enabled to
rapidly access, real effect and more certain. The injected glutathione is the mark to
confirm they will be really whitened. By injection through vein needed, they feel they
are going to change but at the same time the injected glutathione was dissimilar with
vaccine, since it does not help medication. And the Ministry of Public Health views its
endangering effect for the health of users. Glutathione becomes the prohibited
substance among the Thai societies. Selling and accessing must be through internet
which is uncontrolled. The real risk of health has been sparked which unlimited ages
can easily access for ordering and delivery. What is covered will confirm severity and
trial. It is compared to more prohibition more provocation. In addition, women still
evaluate and choose for uses amid risk discourse and faster whiten-ability. All these

things become irregular risk existing in women’ life.

5. Women as doers

Using glutathione of some women is falling under the whiten-and-beauty
discourse or social domination which is acting against them and push them to no
choice but trying to address their bodies as in the social norms. In fact, women are
themselves and they held rights to choose and to negotiate with discourse which social
acts against them. They are not just trees standing to be victimized but free in their
thinking. Though the physical capital which having excellent bodies is designated by
discourse of the social members who set values, create ideology for body which they
learn from the ability of power acquired from the perfect appearance under the social
perspective. They subdue along the discourse power overshadowing them and they can
use the discourse to empower them to further bargain with the social norms. They rise
to address their bodies to meet the social patterns as they value expecting that the
modified bodies would be their negotiating tool for what they appeal. They have the
status to always realize all their actions. All these things lead them to have confidence
and enable them to also act in other areas which they were inferior to.
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Recommendation for Policy

1. It demands the offices involved with healthcare of the consumers to
monitor and to provide information and knowledge for those using glutathione and all
knowledge are counted so necessary for women and other users. Knowledge here must
be the alternatives for consumers. It is so necessary to update information to meet the
consumers’ trend which in fact all these things will help them to decide in choosing
any products or any technologies. Also, dissemination of information should reach all
groups and simplify for understanding so as to reduce health risk among the
consumers.

2. It needs to establish organizations or to set foundation for women to
have rooms for sharing their experiences to spark learning and to extend it for their
selfcare. These rooms should establish information reliability from what they have
received through other experiences. It is also to provide opportunity for them to have
rights to narrate their stories to societies and rights to express intent they also want
from societies.

3. The government should seriously check products sold in markets and in
internet because many products sold in markets are not certified by Office of Food and
Drug Administration and characterized the inquisitive mixture of the products which

might endanger consumers.

Recommendations for Further Studies

1. There should be studies experiences in using glutathione among women
in upcountry to see their experiences what are their patterns of uses, sources of
information and source of trading? Whether are they similar or different from women
in Bangkok and its vicinity? Whether are their selves similar or different in each area?

2. There should be studies experiences on how do men use glutathione?
What are their reasons to use glutathione and how do they define themselves in using
their own glutathione?

3. There should be studies other aspects of beauty technology how are
their operation, power and intrinsic meaning? Are they similar or different or the
capped meaning from the former meaning of glutathione?
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!Documentary Proof of The Committee for Research Ethics (Social Sciences) I

Title of Project: Thai Young Women's Experiences who use Glutatione, Whitening Technology

Principal Investigator: | Miss Kunakorn Kanchawee

Name of Institution: Faculty of Social Sciences and Humanities, Mahidol University

Approval includes: 1) MU-SSIRB Submission form version received date 31 January 2013

2) Participant Information sheet for 15-17 years old version 31 January 2013
3) Participant Information sheet version 31 January 2013

4) Informed Consent form for 15-17 years old version date 31 January 2013
5) Informed Consent form version date 31 January 2013

6) Interview Guideline received date 31 January 2013

The Committee for Research Ethics (Social Sciences) is in full compliance with International
Guidelines of Human Research Protection such as Declaration of Helsinki, The Belmont Report, CIOMS Guidelines

and the International Conference on Harmonization in Good Clinical Practice (ICH-GCP)

Date of Approval: 27 March 2013
Date of Expiration: 26 March 2014

Signature of Chairman: M

(Emeritus Professor Santhat Sermsri)
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/ (Assoc.Prof.Dr.Wariya Qwanno)

Dean of Faculty of Social Sciences and Humanities

Signature of Head of the Institute:

Office of The Committee for Research Ethics (Social Sciences). Faculty of Social Sciences and Humanities, Mahidol University
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