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Abstract

The Thai film Mak-Tae-Lok-Talung (Lucky Loser), which was shot and launched in
2006, is one of the controversial political situations involving an international relationship
between Thailand and Laos. Owing to an inappropriate content of the movie, this situation began
with the Lao government asking the Thai Ministry of Foreign Affairs for banning the film from
the public. As a consequence, the Mak-Tae case indicates a symbolic tension which makes a
significant impact upon a political relationship between the two countries. The case also suggests
a politics of national identity and “Lao-ness” which exists and continues in Thai contemporary
entertainment media.

This research project aims to analyze a social construction of “Lao” identity in the
film Mak-Tae at the three levels of production, text and consumption of signs and meanings.
Drawing on a concept of nationalism and national identities, a notion of representation, and a
cultural studies model of “encoding/decoding”, the thesis reveals a cultural politics of meaning
which is maintained in the Thai-Lao international relationship.

The thesis found that at the “encoding”, or production and textual, level, “Lao”
identity is constructed through narrative elements of a theme and a plot, characters, settings,

cinematic techniques, and theme songs. “Lao-ness” is defined by “Thai middle-class” film



producers as humorous, obsolete, undeveloped, dependent and peripheralized in comparison with
Thai and other national cultures and identities. Such a definition ideologically contends and
legitimizes a “superiority” of a Thai nation to Laos. Even though the film was later banned and
re-edited, the dominant meaning of this nationalist “superiority” still remains.

At the “decoding”, or consumption, level, the thesis investigates two groups of
movie spectators. First, in the case of Lao viewers, I conducted interviews with both Lao residents
in their home country and Lao people who stay in Thailand. The interviews show that their
interpretations of the film text vary according to different socio-political experiences. For those
who work as government officials or who live in the capital city of Vientiane, they are likely to
be inspired and influenced by a power of the national state. Thus, they tend to disagree and resist
a “Lao” cultural identity signified by the film, using an “oppositional code” with reference to
Stuart Hall’s model. But, for the interviewees who live further away from the national centre of
Vientiane and those Lao citizens who stay in Thailand, they seem to adopt a “negotiated code”,
reading the film in a similar way of the encoded meaning to a certain extent.

Secondly, in the case of Thai respondents, unless they have a direct experience about
Lao society and culture, they tend to agree with a dominant meaning of “Lao” identity in the film,
interpreting the film text with a “preferred code” position. By contrast, for those who have such
direct experiences, their interpretations will vary accordingly. Especially for Isan-Thai
informants, since they, to some degree, have shared historical and cultural experiences with Lao
people, they significantly decode the film text differently from Bangkok respondents and oscillate
their “ambivalent” cultural identities between “Thai-ness” and “Lao-ness”.

The thesis concludes that in a sign world of Thai popular entertainment media, a myth
and identity of “Lao-ness” has continually been constructed and sustained from a standpoint of
“Thai-centrism”. Throughout a Thai historical context, this symbolic practice has always brought
a relationship between Thailand and Laos in conflict. Although this political conflict has never
appeared to be brutal or physically violent, the “Thai-centrism” ideologically discriminates
against “Lao-ness” and always causes tensions and distrusts in the international relationship

between the two nations.






