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Abstract

Project Code: RSA6080083

Project Title: Influence of Henrik Ibsen and Marie Corelli on Early Thai Prose Fiction: Woman,

Love, and Middle Class Ideology

Investigator: Assistant Professor Dr. Thosaeng Chaochuti Chulalongkorn University

E-mail Address: thosaeng@gmail.com

Project Period: 30 May 2017 - 29 May 2019

Between 1917 and 1946, Thai prose fiction was heavily influenced by Western literature. Two
Western writers who were widely known in the Thai society and whose works were translated,
adapted, and alluded to in local fiction were Henrik Ibsen, the canonical Norwegian playwright, and
Marie Corelli, an immensely popular English novelist. Despite the many differences between the two
writers, one thing unifies them, that is their interest in the figure of the New Woman.

New Woman was a term used to describe fin-de-siécle English women who believed in gender
equality and fought for their rights in the areas of education, occupation, sexual practices, and politics.
Ibsen’s works, especially his play A Doll’'s House, played a crucial role in the development of this New
Woman. Corelli’'s works, by contrast, often depicted this figure of the New Woman negatively as a
woman who brazenly embraced her sexuality.

Recent research has shown that the New Woman phenomenon was not confined to England
but could also be found in other countries in Europe, America, and Asia. The phenomenon also
extended to Thailand where, in the 1920s, educated, middle-class women started to campaign for
their rights in the pages of local newspapers and magazines. This New Woman did not just appear in
early-twentieth-century Thai society but was also depicted in early Thai prose fiction. An examination
of the fictional works that include allusions to Ibsen’s A Doll’'s House reveals that the appearance of

the Thai New Woman was often entangled with issues of fiction, love, and middle-class ideology.

Keywords: early Thai prose fiction, Henrik Ibsen, Marie Corelli, New Woman
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Helmer: This is how you would neglect your most sacred duties.
Nora: What do you consider my most sacred duties?

Helmer: Do | need to tell you that? Are they not your duties to your
husband and your children?

Nora: | have other duties just as sacred.

Helmer: That you have not. What duties could those be?

Nora: Duties to myself.'®
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Appendix |

Nora Reimagined: Fiction and the New Woman in Thailand (1920s-1940s)

The New Woman was a prominent and controversial figure in fin-de-si¢cle England. She
distinguished herself from her predecessor, the Old Woman, by being educated, financially
independent, and open about her sexuality. Most importantly, however, the New Woman challenges
the traditional feminine role, whether that be the role of a subservient wife or a self-sacrificing
mother. Fiction played an integral part in the rise of this New Woman. It served, first of all, as a
catalyst that inspired progressive women to demand their emancipation and provided, second of all,
a discursive space where the fictional New Woman could be constructed and contested. A piece of
fiction that played a crucial role in the New Woman phenomenon was Henrik Ibsen’s 4 Doll's
House (1879). The canonical play tells the story of Nora, a middle-class housewife who becomes
disillusioned with her marriage. As a result of this disillusionment, Nora decides to leave her
husband and children in order to pursue what she describes as the “sacred duties” to herself. After
premiering in England in 1889, the play not only generated debates about the woman question but
its heroine was also often hailed as the very quintessence of the New Woman.

Despite being traditionally associated with fin-de-siécle England, recent studies have shown
that the New Woman was, in fact, a global phenomenon and that fiction was crucial to the
emergence of this New Woman in other parts of the world. In Thailand, local women started, in the
1920s, to campaign for their rights and to participate in debates about gender equality. In their
reaction towards the rise of these New Women, three leading Thai authors, namely Song Thepasit,
Kulab Saipradit, and Malai Chupinit, turned to Ibsen’s 4 Doll’s House. These writers featured New
Woman characters in their literary works and compared them to Ibsen’s Nora. Unlike Nora,

however, the protagonists in Song’s and Kulab’s short stories choose to prioritise their duties



towards others over those towards themselves. Malai’s heroine is the only one who puts herself
before others, but she is severely punished in the end. Thus, Nora served, in the Thai case, not as an
exemplar to be emulated. The celebrated protagonist acted instead a model against which the Thai

society could imagine a more locally acceptable version of its New Woman.

The New Woman and Ibsen’s 4 Doll’s House

The origins of the term “New Woman” are disputed, but scholars often cite Sarah Grand’s
essay ‘The New Aspect of the Woman Question’ (1894) as the first instance where the term was
used or at least where it first acquired its popular meaning.'*® After its coinage, the term has been
used to refer to middle-class women in fin-de-siecle England who rejected the traditional views of
femininity and who demanded gender equality in the areas of education, occupation, sexuality, and
politics. These demands were built upon earlier foundations. In the area of education, for example,
calls for reform had led to the establishment of several schools for girls in the second half of the
nineteenth century. By 1880 elementary education was made compulsory for all children including
girls.'* Advances had also been made in the area of higher education. Queen’s College, London
was founded in 1848, and the following year Bedford College for Women was established.!5? The
foundation of these colleges as well as the admittance of women into other existing institutions
meant that British women were being educated and trained for professional careers. Thus, the

number of female professionals (mostly teachers, nurses, and clerks) rose from 106,000 in 1861 to

148 See, for example, Talia Schaffer, “Nothing But Foolscap and Ink’: Inventing the New Woman’, in The
New Woman in Fiction and in Fact: Fin-de-Siecle Feminisms, ed. Angelique Richardson and Chris Willis
(Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002), p. 40 and Carolyn Christensen Nelson, ‘Introduction,’ in 4 New
Woman Reader: Fiction, Articles, and Drama of the 1890s (Ontario: Broadview Press, 2001), p. ix.

149 Richardson and Willis, ‘Introduction’, p. 6.

150 Gail Cunningham, The New Woman and the Victorian Novel (London: The Macmillan Press Ltd, 1978),
p. 4.



429,000 in 1901.!°! The New Women of the 1880s and 1890s continued to demand equal
educational and professional opportunities. In an article entitled ‘A Reply from the

Daughters’ (1894), for example, Alys W. Pearsall Smith wrote that women were often kept at home
and had to fight for their right to go to college or hold a job. She then pleaded that women should be
given the “freedom to make out of [their] own [lives] the highest that can be made™!*2.

In the area of marriage and sexuality, the New Women also built upon the limited success of
earlier feminist efforts. In 1857, for instance, the Parliament passed the Matrimonial Causes Act,
which allowed women to divorce their husbands. As Gail Cunningham points out in 7he New
Woman and the Victorian Novel, however, there was an element of moral inequality built into the
Act itself. Based upon the unfair assumption that women should be sexually purer than men, the Act
allowed men to sue for divorce on the grounds of their wives’ adultery but did not grant the same
right to women. In order to petition for divorce, women had to prove that their husbands had been
guilty of more than adultery, for example, incestuous adultery or adultery coupled with desertion.!'>?
This unfair assumption of women’s sexual purity was an issue that was later picked up by the New
Women. They argued that such assumption meant that women were not properly educated about
sexual matters and were, as a result, unfamiliar with the physical aspect of marriage. This left them
vulnerable to corrupting influences by men. A lot of women were, for example, infected with
venereal diseases by their own husbands. The New Women demanded, therefore, ‘sex education for

all, an end to the sexual double standard, and the civic duty of (male) chastity.”!>*
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Voting rights was another issue that concerned the British New Women. The campaign for
female suffrage actually began in the mid-nineteenth century when local suffrage associations were
established.!>® In the 1870s ‘six Women’s Suffrage Bills lost in the House of Commons as did the
attempt to attach a women'’s suffrage amendment to the Third Reform Bill of 1884 that entitled
about two-thirds of the male population to vote.”!>¢ Not disheartened by these early defeats, the
New Women carried on the campaign for female suffrage in the late nineteenth into the early
twentieth century. In 1889, for example, Margaret Mary Dilke published a reply to the article ‘An
Appeal Against Female Suffrage’ that was published in an earlier issue of the Nineteenth Century.
In it she wrote: “We cannot afford as a nation to allow such a potent moral influence as that of
women to lie fallow....We think the time has come when that moral influence must be both
organised and put in action.”!>” She also pointed out that the advances that women had been making
in other areas made it illogical to continue to withhold the vote from them. She asked rhetorically,
“Why should [a woman] sit on a School Board, and in that capacity make recommendations to the
Government on the Education Code, and yet when that same Code is before Parliament have no
power to support its provisions or secure its rejection?”!’® After several more years of petition, the
right to vote was finally granted to women of 30 and over in 1918. Ten years later it was extended
to women of 21 and over.'>’

The British New Women who were fighting for their rights were, in reality, a heterogenous
group of individuals who, beyond their belief in gender equality, did not necessarily share the same

goals. Some of them were, for example, career women, while others were social reformers. Some
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believed in education and equal marriage, while others demanded sexual freedom.!®? In the eyes of
the public, however, they were often lumped together into a homogeneous group of women who
had short haircuts, insisted on practical clothes, rode bicycles, and smoked in public. This clichéd
image of the New Woman was further exaggerated and ridiculed in the conservative press of the
period. In the pages of Grantham Journal and Punch magazine, for example, the New Woman
became not just masculine but “a man-hating third-sex bent on destroying Victorian manhood.”16!
Another line of attack that was often launched against the New Woman aimed at their consumption
of fiction. In 1894, for example, Punch published a cartoon and an accompanying poem that
portrayed the New Woman as “Donna Quixote”, who, like Don Quixote, was led astray by the
fiction that she had been reading. The cartoon depicted a bespectacled woman, or Donna, reading a
book and holding up a large key.'®> Books by Henrik Ibsen, Leo Tolstoy and Mona Caird lay at her
feet. Fiction was also the subject of the accompanying poem. It read:

Yes, there you sit surrounded by wild hosts

Of warring wonders which indeed are “Ghosts”:163

“Doll’s-House” delirium sets your nerves a-thrill,

“DODO”'%* hysteria misdirects your will'

As the Punch cartoon and poem make clear, fiction was, for better or worse, an integral part

of the New Woman phenomenon. Fiction served, first of all, to inspire women to become critical of

their situation and to demand their emancipation. The piece of fiction that was most influential in
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this regard was Henrik Ibsen’s 4 Doll’s House. The Norwegian playwright wrote what would
become his most famous play in 1879. After premiering at the Royal Theatre in Copenhagen in
December of that same year, the play created much excitement and led to intense debates about the
woman question. It was reported, for instance, that “all Scandinavia rang with Nora’s ‘declaration
of independence.’ People left the theatre, night after night, pale with excitement, arguing,
quarrelling, challenging.”!66 The play elicited the same reaction elsewhere in Europe as well as in
England where its first unbowdlerised production was performed at London’s Novelty Theatre in
1889.167 One of the most prominent British New Women, Edith Lees Ellis, recalled, for example,
how the play was greeted with much enthusiasm by her friends including Olive Schreiner and
Eleanor Marx, and “it was this play which, in conjunction with The Story of an African Farm, she
singled out as the decisive factor which ‘drove thinking women further towards their
emancipation.’”168

While 4 Doll’s House was warmly embraced by the New Women, it was heavily criticised in
the conservative press of the period. As we have seen, the play was named, together with another
piece work by Ibsen, as one of the corrupting influences on women in the poem published in Punch
magazine in 1894. Clement Scott, who wrote for the reactionary Daily Telegraph, also chastised
Nora, the heroine of the play, for leaving her children to forge her individuality. He ranted: “A cat or
dog would tear any one who separated it from its offspring, but the socialistic Nora...leaves her
children almost without a pang....It is all self, self, self! This is the ideal woman of the new
creed.”16? According to Shella Stowell, some contemporary feminists also found the relative ease

with which Nora decides to leave her children problematic. One female reviewer who wrote for the
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Woman's Signal even called the heroine a “criminal™’®, Such criticisms go to show how provoking
the play was and how it created a stir by getting people to talk about the question of women’s
emancipation. It is no wonder then that Ibsen and his heroine Nora became closely associated with
the New Woman movement, in the minds of both its proponents and its critics.

In addition to serving as an inspiration to real-live women, fiction also provided a space
where the New Woman was constructed and contested. In the 1880s, feminist writers such as Sarah
Grand, Olive Schreiner, and George Egerton started to feature the New Woman in their literary
works. By the turn of the century, she has appeared in over a hundred novels.!”! Like her real-live
counterparts, the fictional New Woman distinguished herself by challenging the traditional feminine
role, especially the roles of an obedient wife and a self-sacrificing mother. Heroines of New Woman
fiction would, for instance, refuse to consummate their marriages, dare to divorce their husbands, or
exhibit no compunction about having children out of wedlock. Conservative or anti-feminist writers
also featured New Woman characters in their literary works. In what is often considered the first
modern bestseller, The Sorrows of Satan, Marie Corelli describes the New Woman as “the unnatural
embryos of a new sex which will be neither male nor female.”'”? She also portrays the heroine of
the story as a New Woman who is sexually voracious and morally corrupt. In fin-de-si¢cle England,
this fictional New Woman was so prominent and sensational that she often eclipsed her real-live
counterparts. Talia Schaffer agrees with Ann Ardis, for example, that after the naming of the New
Woman, the debate on the woman question became a more strictly literary affair. “Critics turned

from excoriating real women to condemning characters in novels”!73, and by the late 1890s several

170 quoted in Heilmann, New Woman Fiction, pp. 56-57.
171 Angelique Richardson and Chris Willis, ‘Introduction’, in The New Woman in Fiction and in Fact, p. 1.

172 Marie Corelli, The Sorrows of Satan (Scotts Valley: CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform, 2016),
p. 74.

173 Talia Schaffer, ‘““Nothing But Foolscap and Ink’: Inventing the New Woman’, p. 40.



journalists insisted “that the New Woman was unreal”!7#, Obviously, these developments do not
mean that the New Woman did not exist in reality. What they do illustrate is the integral role that
fiction played in the New Woman phenomenon.

While the New Woman has traditionally been examined within the context of fin-de-siécle
England, recent studies have shown that, between the end of the nineteenth to the beginning of the
twentieth century, variations of this New Woman emerged in many others parts of the world. The
New Woman could be found, for example, in the United States, Ireland, Germany, Hungary as well
as in the East Asian countries of Japan, China, and Korea.!”> Recent research has revealed,
moreover, that fiction also played a crucial role in the emergence of the New Woman in these other
locations. In Japan, for example, Ibsen’s A Doll’s House created quite a stir in the press after it was
first staged in 1911. At the centre of the discussion were the women of Seitdsha, a feminist
association that was founded in the same year. These women were not only perceived by others as
New Women, but they also viewed themselves as such. Hiratsuka Raichd, one of the founders of the
association, once proclaimed, for example, that she was a New Woman.!7¢ After the staging of
Ibsen’s play, these New Women became associated, in the minds of many, with the the protagonist
and were often dubbed the “Japanese Noras™!77,

In China, the New Woman emerged during the May Fourth movement and represented a
challenge to the Confucian ideal of femininity. As was the case in England and Japan, Ibsen’s Nora
became a model for this New Woman. Ibsen was first introduced in China in 1918 when the New

Youth magazine [Xin gingnien] ran a special issue devoted to the Norwegian playwright. The issue
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included a biography of Ibsen, a translation of A Doll's House and other plays, as well as articles on
Ibsen’s ideas.!”® The success of this issue led to the translation of Ibsen’s other works and inspired,
within the circle of Chinese intellectuals, an intense debate on Nora and what she represented. Nora
served, moreover, as a prototype of the New Woman in the fictional works of leading literary
figures. New Woman characters who are modelled after Nora appeared, for example, in the works
of Hu Shi, Lu Xun, Mao Tun, and Ting Ling.!”® These Nora characters were, however, not always
portrayed in a positive light. Some were applauded for their courage, while others were criticised
for their blind imitation of the West.180

In Korea, the New Woman phenomenon was greatly influenced by the feminist movements
in Japan and in the West. Na Hyesok’s essay entitled ‘Ideal Woman’ (1914) represented a
convergence of these influences. In the essay, Na cited Japanese New Women such as Hiratsuka as
well as heroines of Western literature such as Ibsen’s Nora as examples of ideal women.!8! Na also
wrote in 1921 a song lyric entitled ‘A Doll’s House’, which served as a companion to the first full
translation of Ibsen’s play that was serialised in the daily newspaper Maeil sinbo.'3? After the
popularisation of the play, Nora became very much associated with the Korean New Woman and
also inspired New Woman characters in the fictional works of Korean authors. Similar to the
developments in Britain, Japan, and China, however, the fictional and real-live Korean Noras were,

not always portrayed positively. They were often cast as sexual seductresses who posed a threat to
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183

the family institution'®> or Westernised free spirits who “rejected the sacred nature of motherhood,

engaged in scandalous love affairs, and indulged in the worldly pleasures of shopping.”!8

The Thai New Women and Their Call for Gender Equality

In Thailand the New Woman phenomenon was much less evident than in Britain and the
East Asian countries of Japan, China, and Korea. Local women did, however, start to campaign for
their rights in the 1920s.'3> These campaigns were built upon earlier debates on gender equality,
which were propagated by male intellectuals and were often tied to the civilising project. Thianwan
(Thian Wannapho), an important commoner intellectual who was one of the first to champion
women’s rights, argued in 1905, for example, that “a country whose women lack an education and
an awareness, who don’t know how to teach their children, and who don’t know the difference
between good and bad, is a country with a limited capacity for progress.”!86 In 1918 Chaophraya
Thammasakmontri, the then Minister of Education, expressed similar ideas about women’s role in
national progress. In a speech he gave at the opening ceremony of a girls’ school, he compared the
nation to a person and said that “Only one who has perfect organs, such as strong feet can move
towards prosperity as he desires. A woman is like a left foot. If it is not as good as the right one,
which can be compared to a man, how can a person with such a disabled foot rapidly step forward

to his destination?’’187
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While it was started by male intellectuals and elite, local women began, in the 1920s, to
participate in this debate on gender equality. They did so mainly by voicing their concerns and
putting forth their appeals in the many women’s magazines that came out in this period. “The
owners and the editors of [these] magazines were upper and middle class women, and it seemed that
the readers were from the same group.”'®® Similar to Thianwan and Chaophraya Thammasakmontri,
these women also saw the improvement of their status as being inextricably bound up with the
progress of the nation. In 1926, for example, a woman writing under the pen name of Ekasatri
implored the government to allow women to study law so that they could contribute to the country.
She wrote in the 32nd issue of Satrithai: “Is it not high time that women were allowed to serve the
nation?...Siam is steadily progressing. Please consider raising the status of Thai women so that it is
on the same par as that of women in civilised countries™'®. This link between the woman question
and national progress continued to persist after the 1932 revolution that not only changed the
country’s system of government from an absolute monarchy to a constitutional one but also
intensified the campaign for women’s rights. In August 1932, a woman by the pen name of
Nuanchawee wrote in Yingthai that because women also contributed to the progress of the nation,
they should receive the same level of freedom and protection from the government as Thai men.
“Granting women the same rights as men is”, she went on to argue, “a sign of civilisation!*°.

What progressive Thai women in this period campaigned for in their fight for gender
equality included educational and occupational opportunities, abolition of polygamy, and political

participation. In the area of education, two lines of argument were made. The first advocated

education for women, so that they could fulfil their roles as wives and mothers. In ‘Thai Society’s
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Expectations of Women 1851-1935°, Suwadee argues that, as urban culture grew, Thai women were
expected, at the end of the nineteenth century, to meet new requirements. These requirements
included “provid[ing] their husbands with happy and comfortable surroundings, [being] their
intellectual helpmate...cordially receiv[ing] guests as well as...attend[ing] social gatherings with
their husbands.”'! In addition to being “efficient wives”, Thai women were also expected to be
“wise mothers” and act as the first educators of their children.!92 To help Thai women fulfil these
roles, several schools for girls were established in Bangkok towards the end of the nineteenth
century. One of the most popular among these was Rachini School [The Queen’s School], which
was founded by Queen Saowapha, the wife of King Chulalongkorn and the most important
supporters of female education. According to the Queen herself, the school was very popular among
upper and middle class families because it offered not only academic subjects but also courses on
needlework, drawing, and domestic science.!? Girls who attended the school were, in other words,
well trained to become “efficient wives and wise mothers.”

While some stressed the importance of education in allowing women to fulfil their roles as
wives and mothers, others supported formal schooling for women because they believed that
women were capable of such education and could make good use of it. In an article entitled ‘Burut
kap satri’ [Men and women] published in the fifth issue of Satrithai, the author wrote “men have the
opportunity to study, while women do not. If they did, however, they would prove to be as capable
as men. There are many examples [of such capable women] both here and abroad”'**. The fifth
issue of Narinat also published the readers’ responses towards the question of what women should

study which was posed in an earlier issue. Some readers subscribed to the argument that women
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should be allowed to study, so they could fulfil their designated roles as wives and mothers. Ko
Phongphanit wrote, for example, that women should study domestic science because their main task
was to take care of the home. A reader by the pseudonym of Sanamchan disagreed, however, that
women’s learning should be limited to domestic matters. She believed instead that women should
be able to pursue general and vocational education that would allow them to enter a profession. She
further wrote that women could study anything and do any kind of work that men did. She then
pointed to foreign women and asked: “Aren’t they as knowledgeable and as capable as men?”'% “In
our country”, she went on to argue, “it is still widely believed that learning and working are beyond
the capacity of women, but I wholeheartedly disagree.”'%¢

As seen in the letter by Sanamchan, liberal-minded Thai women in the early decades of the
twentieth century believed that they should be allowed not only to pursue education but also to
enter the workforce. An article published in Suphapnari openly stated: “These days, women have
managed to progress with an awareness of their contributions to their country and fellow citizens.
So why should they be excluded from working alongside men, since they are so competent in doing
s0?”1%7 According to Suwadee, many articles published in this period “expressed their approval of
nineteenth-century women’s occupations such as teaching or nursing, which were closely related to
society’s expectations of women’s domestic roles.”'*® Some of them also argued for equal
opportunities and pay within these professions. In an article entitled ‘Khwamhen khong satri’ [A
woman’s opnion] published in Suphapnari, Cho Asakit, the owner of the magazine, wrote that “for

the sake of equality, women who work for the government in the capacity of teachers, telephone
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operators, and nurses should, like their male counterparts, receive pension™®® when they retire.
Other women were more ambitious and argued that women should be allowed to enter professions
that had hitherto been an exclusively male domain. In the article published in Satrithai, Ekasatri
wrote: “Men have opportunities to study law, become attorneys-at-law, judges, and lawyers. Women
can study law and become attorneys-at-law, judges, and lawyers as well.”?%° In her response to the
question of what women should study, Sanamchan also claimed that “the professions that women
should enter into include[d] nursing, education, music, medicine and anything else that their
learning allow[ed] them to do.”20!

As we can see from their demands for educational and professional opportunities, Thai
women of the 1920s were not equally progressive. Some, such as Sanamchan, believed that women
should be able to study anything and do anything that they’d like. Those who were less progressive
thought that women should pursue their studies and career in the fields that were closest to the
traditional feminine role. These fields included education and nursing. Still less progressive were
those who asserted that women should not study anything but domestic science, which would help
prepare them for their eventual roles as housewives. As we can see, there was a whole range of
positions that early twentieth-century Thai women occupied with regards to the issue of education
and occupation. There were also complications within each position including the more progressive
ones. Sanamchan may argue, for example, that women should be allowed to study anything that
they’d like. She also believed, however, that women were naturally born to become housewives and
mothers. So the purpose of female education was simply to allow women who did not marry to earn

a living 2%
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As has been shown, equality in the areas of education and occupation was one of the major
concerns of progressive Thai women in the 1920s. The demands that these women made in these
areas were very much similar to the ones made by the New Women elsewhere around the world.
Another appeal that these Thai women made was more locally specific, although it could also be
viewed as part of a call for sexual reform, which was one of the issues that preoccupied the New
Women in many other countries. This appeal was for the abolition of polygamy. Polygamy had
actually been a topic of discussion among Thai male intellectuals and elite since the beginning of
the twentieth century. As Suwadee points out, however, their main objection to polygamy had
nothing to do with gender inequality. Some, such as the commoner intellectual Thianwan, criticized
the practice of polygamy for its detrimental effects on Thai men. Others, such as Prince Svattivat,
King Vajiravudh’s legal councillor, and Prince Chakapongse, the king’s brother, advocated the
outlawing of polygamy for fear that it would provoke criticisms from the West.203

Thai women of the early twentieth century might, in their call for the abolition of polygamy,
invoke the West as well, but it is clear that they had the issue of gender equality in mind when they
did so. An article in the inaugural issue of Satrithai claimed, for example, that “in civilised
countries, women are respected and honoured by men. In Europe and America, they are seen as the
mother of the world, are given equal rights, and enjoy monogamy....We, [by contrast], are not
making much progress in these matters.”204 An article published in Yingthai seven years later made
a similar claim that “compared to the marriage laws in other civilised countries, the ones in

Thailand [were] very much behind the time because they extend[ed] far too little freedom and
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protection to women.”?% The author then went on to point out that in civilised countries, “they
[had] a law that strictly prohibit[ed] men from having more than one wife.”206

In addition to demanding educational and professional opportunities and calling for the
abolition of polygamy, Thai women also campaigned, to a much lesser extent, for political
participation. In 1926, the editors of Satrithai wrote: “We are proud to add a section on women and
politics, which would benefit the country.”207 In 1933 the magazine Netnari also featured an article
on the Thai women who ran for district representative. Writing under the pseudonym Lertkrai, the
author of the article commended these women for their sacrifices and wrote that “although [they
were] the weaker sex, their hearts were as brave as the opposite sex.”?%® The article then ended with
these words: “Let it be known that, in Thailand, women are not to be outdone by men and can serve
as leaders as well.”?%

As we have seen, liberal-minded Thai women of the upper and middle classes were, in the
early decades of the twentieth century, very much aware of their underprivileged status and were
actively campaigning to improve it. In this respect, they were very much similar to the New Women
who had been emerging in other parts of the world. There may not have been any direct
interchanges or collaborations between the two groups,2! but it is clear that local Thai women were
aware of the demands and the progress that the New Women especially those in the West were

making. In 1926 Satrithai published a reader’s response to the article by Ekasatri that encouraged

women to study law. Under the pen name of Khrupueak, this reader argued that men and women
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were equal in their intellectual capacities, but because women were rarely allowed to voice their
thoughts and opinions, their intellect had become dull. “T have long thought”, Khrupueak continued
to write, “that women would protest [the lack of educational opportunities]. In countries where
women enjoy equal rights as men, it is because they have protested and protested until they were
wearied.”!! In 1931 an article entitled ‘Muearai satri juengja misit samoepak thao chai’ [When will
women have equal rights as men?] also appeared in the magazine Suphapnari. In it, the author by
the pseudonym of Tawanok wrote that Thai women were demanding equal rights “because several
of [them saw] the advances that foreign women were making.”212 “Those in the West”, the author
continued to point out, “now received equal rights as men.?!3

Given the fact that progressive Thai women of the early twentieth century were not only
aware of what foreign New Women were demanding and accomplishing but were also making very
similar appeals, it may not be too much of a stretch to label them as Thai New Women. The term
New Woman was also used in the Thai press in this period, though not as extensively as in Britain,
Japan, China, or Korea. In 1928, for example, a fictional piece by So Komonmit was published
under the name ‘Ying samai mai’ [New Woman]. In 1930, Jurai Saowaphaphong also referred to
herself as “a new woman” in an article published in the newspaper Thaimai. She wrote that men
might think erroneously that women would like to be courted. As a new woman, however, she did
not see why women could not approach men first. “In this day and age”, she continued, “we
advocate gender equality.”?!4

The rise of this New Woman, if we could label her as such, stirred up a lot of discussions in

the press. These discussions often revolved around the concept of womanly duty, thus the word duty
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or “Nathi" was routinely found in the pages of newspapers and magazines of the period. It often
appeared in connection not only with women but also with men. It is clear, however, that the duties
of the two were quite different in nature. In an article entitled ‘Men and Women’ published in
Satrithai, for example, the author wrote: “Men work as employees....Women don’t have a chance
to do the same, so they take care of the home, which is no small matter. This is called having
different duties.”?!5 In a response to the question of what women should study that was published in
an earlier issue of Narinat, Ko Phongphanit wrote: “Men have the duty of working so as to sustain
their families and advance the nation. It follows, therefore, that the duty of taking care of the home
falls to women.”?'® The same attitude was expressed in an article that appeared in Satrithai in 1926
even though the word duty did not appear in it. The author wrote: “Women take care of the home,
while men concentrate on work. Surely, no one disputes this.”?!”

This emphasis on duty, especially the duties of a daughter, a wife, and a mother, is arguably
a reaction towards the self-awakening and the call for equality of the Thai New Women. In other
words, the emergence of this new breed of women threatened the old feminine ideal and prompted
the Thai society to reassert the qualities that were perceived to be indispensable in a good woman.
Thus, we see countless articles insisting that even though Thai women were receiving formal
education, holding jobs that took them outside the house, or even participating in politics, at home
they were still expected to take care of household matters and to cater to other people’s needs even
at the expense of their own. These expectations were expressed, for example, in an article published
in the magazine Narinat. In it the author encouraged women to pursue higher education but was
quick to caution them against neglecting their household duties. He wrote: “Please don’t think that

because you are highly educated, you do not have to take care of your house and your husband. The
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latter is, I think, the most important thing that will make your marriage last.”?!® The same emphasis
on service towards others, especially towards one’s husband, could also be found in a Satrithai
article entitled ‘Tham yangrai jueng ja hai sami rak’ [How to Make Your Husband Love You] by
Sithong. The author argued in the article that a married woman’s charm depended on two things “1.
taking care of her husband 2. being a good housewife.”?!° The author then went on to list what
taking care of one’s husband entailed including knowing and catering to his preferences as well as

speaking to him in a cheerful manner.

The Thai Nora and the Emphasis on Womanly Duty

As we have seen, Thai women began, in the early decades of the twentieth century, to
challenge their traditional roles and to demand equal rights in the areas of education, occupation,
sexual practices, and politics. They were, in this regard, very much aligned with the New Women
who had been emerging in other parts of the world. Another similarity between the New Woman
phenomenon in Thailand and in countries such as Britain, Japan, China, and Korea is the crucial
role that fiction played. Unlike the New Women in these other countries, the Thai New Women did
not look to Ibsen’s Nora as a role model. 4 Doll s House was not translated into Thai until 1946,220
and there was, as far as can be determined, no reference to the play in any of the women’s
magazines that were published in the first few decades of the twentieth century. So it is very likely

that the Thai New Women were unfamiliar with the canonical work. This does not mean, however,
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that this particular piece of fiction as well as fiction in general did not play a role in the New
Woman phenomenon in Thailand.

As was the case in other countries, the emergence of the New Woman in Thailand brought
the woman question to the fore and prompted the society at large to engage with it. One of the
groups who dealt rather extensively with the emergence of this New Woman was Thai writers.
These writers not only discussed the figure of the New Woman in the articles and editorials that
they wrote for various newspapers and magazines but also featured New Woman characters in their
fictional works. Out of these authors, this article will only focus on three, namely Song Thephasit
(1899-1927), Kulab Saipradit (1905-1974), and Malai Chupinit (1906-1963). These three leading
male writers stood out in their engagement with the New Woman because they explicitly compared
their New Woman characters to Ibsen’s Nora. Unlike the Thai New Women themselves who might
have been ignorant of Ibsen’s A Doll’s House, these authors not only knew of the play but also
turned to it to help them grapple with the phenomenon of the New Woman.

Out of the three authors, the one who is least well-known today is Song Thephasit. This
obscurity is largely due to the fact that his life was cut short before he could produce a more
substantial body of work that would have solidified his status as one of the all time greats.
According to So Plainoi (Sombat Plainoi) who wrote Khwamrak chiwit lae ngan Song Thephasit
tonbab khong San Thewarak [Love, Life, and Work of Song Thephasit, the Role Model of San
Thewarak], Song had only published around ten short stories before he passed away at the age of
28.221 Song was, however, very influential when he was alive. His most famous story entitled
‘Namjai khong Nara’ [Nara’s Spirit] created quite a stir in the Thai literary circle when it was first

published in the literary magazine Roengrom in 1927. According to Malai Chupinit, Song
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revolutionised with this piece the narrative style of the short story. Many contemporary and
subsequent writers emulated Song’s new style, most notably Boonyuen Komonbut (1907-1978)
who deliberately coined the pen name San Thewarak to resemble Song’s full name.??? Aside from
its innovative style, which has often been recognised, ‘Namjai khong Nara’ is also significant in
another hitherto unacknowledged way, that is it is possibly the first story in which its New Woman
character is compared to Ibsen’s Nora.

‘Namjai khong Nara’ is a story about a young woman named Nara who is taking a trip with
her uncle to the seaside town of Hua Hin. On the way, she meets a young man by the name of
Manat. The two hit it off and continue to see each other in Hua Hin. Their relationship quickly turns
romantic and is eventually consummated the night before Nara’s departure. The following morning
Manat receives a letter from Nara telling him that she has left for Bangkok where she will enter into
an arranged marriage and become someone’s minor wife. Despite the rather conservative decision
that she makes at the end of the story, Nara can be said to be a New Woman. Not only does she defy
the traditional expectation of female chastity by having a one-night-stand, but she also champions
women’s rights. On the way to Hua Hin, Nara and her uncle are joined by Manat and two other
young men, Captain Khamduean and Luang Nitipot. They all get into a conversation with one
another, and Nara’s uncle says at one point that women simply do not like good men. Nara is upset
by her uncle’s remark and complains, “There you go again. You always look down on women.””223
Luang Nitipot responds to this complaint by saying to Nara: “You probably want women to be
honoured.”?24 “But that”, he goes on to say “is a type of flattery. It is not based on reality. Thai

customs and laws are based on reality. That is why women are still not given equal legal rights as
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men.”??> A debate on the woman question ensues with “Nara arguing fervently on behalf of
women’226 and with Manat quietly rooting for her.

As a New Woman, Nara is explicitly compared to Ibsen’s Nora. When Nara and Manat find
themselves alone together, Manat says that he has not quite caught what her name is. “Is it Nara?”
he asks, “Sounds like Nora. May I call you Nora? Nara, Nora. Very pretty!”?>” He then goes on to
tell her that he has listened to all that she has said on behalf of women. “I have never believed that
women are better than men”, he confesses, “But after hearing you, looking at you, Nora. |
completely give in.”228 Manat continues to refer to Nara as “Nora” throughout the rest of the story,
and Nara herself also signs her letter to him as “Nora.” Although there is no other reference to
Ibsen’s 4 Doll’s House in the story, it is probably safe to assume that Song’s “Nora” refers to the
protagonist of the famous play. Ibsen’s work has, as we have seen, been incredibly important to the
New Woman movement, and Nora has been touted as the prototype of the New Woman. So it
should come as no surprise that Song would compare his New Woman character to Nora especially
given the fact that he wrote this particular story in 1920 while studying in London. It is very well
possible that the vibrant atmosphere of women protesting for their rights and the connection
between these women and Ibsen’s heroine that had already been established by that time influenced
Song and the creation of his most famous female protagonist.

It took a little over ten years after the publication of ‘Namjai khong Nara’ for another author
to make an explicit comparison between his New Woman character and Ibsen’s Nora. The author in
question is Kulab Saipradit who published, under the pen name Siburapha, a short story called

‘Nob’ in the newspaper Mahawitthayalai in 1938. Kulab was an incredibly prolific writer and
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newspaperman who, unlike Song, is still well-remembered today. This recognition is largely due to
the fact that several of his novels including Luk phuchai [The Real Man] (1928),%2° Khang lang
phap [Behind the Painting] (1937),° and Lae pai khang na [Looking to the Future] (Vol. 1:1955,
Vol. 2:1957) have been canonised and continue, as a result, to be widely read and studied. ‘Nob’ is a
much lesser known work in Kulab’s oeuvre. It tells the story of a woman named Nob who feels that
her devotion to her husband has gone unappreciated. Finally fed up, Nob declares that she will
leave her husband and their daughter. Instead of being alarmed, however, Wichit, Nob’s husband,
remarks good-humouredly that Nob must have read the copy of Ibsen’s 4 Doll’s House that he had
gifted her. She must have then imagined that she was in the same shoes as Nora even though her
situation is vastly different.23! Nob denies that that is the case but decides to stay in the end because
she cannot bear the thought of leaving their daughter.

As is clear from the synopsis above, Kulab’s ‘Nob’ offers a much more sustained
engagement with Ibsen’s 4 Doll’s House than Song’s ‘Namjai khong Nara’>32. Aside from the direct
reference to the play, the female protagonist of the story also goes through the same development as

Ibsen’s famous heroine. Nob is, much like Nora, characterised at the beginning of the story by her

229 Luk phuchai has traditionally been regarded as one of the first “authentic” Thai novels, although the
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role as a doting mother and a devoted wife. The story opens with Nob in the nursery, where she is
supposedly taking care of her child. When Wichit wakes up and calls for her, she appears by his
side and asks what he needs. Her husband rattles off a list of things he would like such as a towel
soaked in ice-cold water and a glass of water with a bit of lime juice and sugar. To each of his
request, Nob tells her husband that she has already prepared it, thus prompting him to say: “You
know my needs well.”233 As the story develops, however, it becomes clear that Nob has had an
“awakening” that has left her dissatisfied with her situation. She tells Wichit: “You may not have
been rude or unkind to me, but you have cut me out of your world and left me alone for most of the
time that we have lived together.”?** As an example, she tells him that she took a look at his planner
the day before and discovered that he had jotted down his plans for the whole week. “But there is
not a single day”, she complains, “where you wrote down that you would take me to the movies or
take me to see my friends like I've asked.”23>

The disappointments and resentments that Nob feels lead her, towards the end of the story,
to make a Nora-like declaration. She tells her husband: “I have been your doll, your plaything that
has kept you entertained for four years. Now it is time for me to be myself. And since I can’t be
anything else but your doll in your house. I’'m going to go back to my home.”23¢ Interestingly, Nob
does not just come to the same realisation as the quintessential New Woman like Nora, but the
complaints that she makes in the story also echo the grievances raised by the real-live Thai New
Women. In 1930 the newspaper Thaimai ran an article entitled ‘Khwam nai jai khong phuying’ [A
Woman’s innermost thoughts]. In it the author, who claimed that she was a New Woman, warned

men against neglecting their women and taking them for granted. Addressing the collective male
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readers, she wrote: “You want me to do everything for you, maintaining your house, tending your
garden, keeping your books, and taking care of your clothes.”?37 Instead of showing appreciation for
all that their women did for them, however, the author complained that Thai men often left their
wives at home to seek entertainment elsewhere. “Women”, she continued, “hate to let their men go
to a match of soccer or boxing, but...it is hard to stop them. Men are all selfish like that.”>3% As a
New Woman, the author of the article was not afraid to express the resentment at being neglected
and unappreciated that she and her fellow women were feeling. It is this same resentment that Nob
finally finds courage to voice as she starts to become aware of her oppression.

Five years after the publication of ‘Nob’ came another allusion to Ibsen’s 4 Doll’s House. It
was made this time by Malai Chupinit in a novel called Chua fa din salai [Eternity]. Malai was a
friend and colleague of Kulab and a significant author in his own right. Much like Kulab, Malai was
a very prolific writer and columnist. His fictional works range from romances to jungle adventures,
many of which are still widely known today. His articles and editorials were mostly social and
political commentaries, which he published in various newspapers and magazines including
Thaimai, Prachachat, and Suphapburut, the last of which was a significant magazine that Malai
started with Kulab and a group of other young writers. Chua fa din salai is one of Malai’s best
known works. It was written under the pseudonym Riameng and was serialised in Nikon chabap
wan athit [Nikon newspapers, Sunday edition] in 1943 before appearing in book form in 1951. The
novel tells the story of Phapo, a wealthy Burmese who owns a successful lumber business in the
north of Thailand. After his wife passes away, Phapo finds love again with a much younger woman
named Yupphadi. Shortly after the two marry, Yupphadi starts having an affair with Sangmong,
Phapo’s nephew and employee. When Phapo finally catches the two red-handed, he punishes them

by permanently handcuffing them together. The relationship of the young couple quickly
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deteriorates, finally leading to a tragic end where Yupphadi commits suicide and Sangmong loses
his mind.

Yupphadi is clearly portrayed in the novel as a New Woman, but she is a New Woman of a
different type from Song’s Nara, who defends women’s rights, and from Kulab’s Nob, who is
awakened to the reality of her oppression. Yupphadi is more akin to the type of New Woman that
was conjured up in the imagination of critics of New Womanhood both in late-nineteenth-century
England and early-twentieth-century East Asia. Malai’s protagonist is, in other words, portrayed as
a sexual seductress who will stop at nothing to satisfy her voracious desires. Thip, an employee of
Phapo’s, says, for example, that Yupphadi “decides when she first gets to Papo’s ‘new kingdom’
that she will not be lonely there.””23 She sets her sights on her victim as soon as she arrives, and
“Sangmong, Papho’s nephew, is the unlucky guy.”?*’ Thip then goes on to defend Sangmong’s
character, saying that he is very religious and very morally upright. “That makes him fall prey to
Yupphadi’s seductions, the same way an ascetic can fall prey to a seductress because he is innocent
of worldly ways.”?4! Throughout the rest of the story, the narrator continues to portray Yupphadi as
a temptress who slowly lures the innocent Sangmong down the path of degradation.?*?

By contrast, Yupphadi paints herself as a liberated woman who refuses to conform to social
norms and conventions. At one point, she declares to Sangmong: “I want to live freely, free from
traditional and social restrictions. Those are obstructions in one’s freedom.”?43 There is, however, an

undeniable sexual aspect to Yupphadi’s self-proclaimed liberation. She asks Sangmong: “Why do
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we describe the relationship between men and women as friendship...when it is nothing but hearts
that are full of desire and bodies that are full of lust.”>4* Sangmong remarks: “You talk like Nora in
Ibsen’s A Doll’s House,”* thus prompting Yupphadi, to proclaim: “I see what Nora sees and think
what Nora thinks.”24¢ It is clear from their conversation that for Yupphadi and Sangmong, Nora
stands for a sexually liberated rather than a self-awakened woman. Sexual liberation is, however,
not a theme that is found in 4 Doll’s House, so it would seem that Yupphadi and Sangmong either
consciously or unconsciously misread Ibsen’s play in such a way that it excuses their actions. In
other words, the two characters want to see their relationship not as a tawdry sexual affair but as a
type of sexual liberation, so they conveniently imagine that that’s what the famous heroine
represents and associate themselves, or more precisely Yupphadi, with her.

As we have seen, Song, Kulab, and Malai not only featured New Woman characters in their
literary works but also explicitly compared them to Ibsen’s Nora. They did, however, also make
these characters different from the famous heroine. One of the most memorable dialogues from
Ibsen’s A4 Doll’s House takes place towards the end of the play when Nora tells her husband,
Torvald Helmer, that she is leaving him. The conversation between the two goes thus,

Helmer: This is how you would neglect your most sacred duties.
Nora: What do you consider my most sacred duties?
Helmer: Do I need to tell you that? Are they not your duties to your
husband and your children?
Nora: I have other duties just as sacred.
Helmer: That you have not. What duties could those be?
Nora: Duties to myself.
The concept of duties is what distinguishes Song’s Nara and Kulab’s Nob from Ibsen’s Nora. After

her self-awakening, Nora insists, as we have seen, on following the sacred duties to herself. By

contrast, the protagonist of ‘Namjai khong Nara’ chooses to abide by her duties as a daughter even

244 Tbid, p. 31.
245 [bid, p. 31.
246 Tbid, p. 32.



at the expense of her own needs and desires. The emphasis on filial piety is evident early on in the
story. Nara explains that she has always wanted to visit Hua Hin but has never been allowed to go.
“Why are her parents letting her go this time? They said it’s a reward for obeying them.”?*” As Nara
contemplates on what lies in store for her, she thinks to herself that “her life will soon be full of
duties [Nathi], service, jealousy, and resentment. She probably won’t be allowed to go out of the
house, let alone all the way to Hua Hin.”248

The word duty [Nathi] appears again in the letter that Nara leaves for Manat. In it, she
writes: “I am walking toward the duties, which many a girl has done and will continue to do.... My
duties are...somber and in the dark...even sunlight won’t reach them.”?*° Nara thinks that as a
Western-educated young man, Manat might disapprove of her decision to enter into an arranged
marriage and become someone’s minor wife. She firmly believes, however, that “sacrificing oneself
for the contentment of one’s parents and for the good of one’s family is a wonderful duty to abide
by.”?%% Nara quickly adds that her firm belief in one’s filial duties does not mean that she regrets her
brief affair with him. She writes: “I must obey my parents, must do my duties until the day I die.
Can’t I follow my heart just this once?”?"!

The word duty also appears more than once in Kulab’s ‘Nob’, but it is used in connection
with the male protagonist. When Nob complains to Wichit about his lack of attention and
appreciation, he tells her: “You should know what the duties of a congressman entail.””252 After Nob

continues to point out the ways in which he has failed her, her husband insists: “If [ have let you

247 Song Thepasit, ‘Namjai khong Nara’, p. 28.
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down, it is only because I have to abide by my work duties.”?>* While the word duty is only used in
connection with Wichit, it is clear that Nob is expected to do her wifely and motherly duties as well.
Thus, we find Nob, at the beginning of the story, in the nursery where she is supposedly taking care
of her child. After Wichit wakes up, she rushes to his side and tells him that all his needs have been
anticipated and taken care of. When her husband tells her that she knows him well, Nob replies: “I
have lived with you for four years, and I am more familiar with your needs than my own.”254

It is clear from Nob’s conversation with her husband that she has been an exemplary wife
and mother. She has been selfless and has always put other people’s needs before her own. After
having a Nora-like awakening, however, Nob tells her husband that she is leaving him in order to
rediscover the self that she has lost. Wichit reacts to Nob’s declaration in much the same way as
Nora’s husband. When Nora tells Torvald, towards the end of A4 Doll’s House, that she is leaving
him and their children, he says: “You are ill, Nora; you are delirious; I almost think you are out of
your mind.” In the same vein, Wichit says to Nob: “I don’t believe for a minute that you know what
you want. You must be ill or something.”255 Unlike Nora, who actually does leave, however, Nob
does not go through with her plan. Towards the end of the story, Nob’s three-year-old daughter
comes into the room. With tears starting to brim in her eyes, Nob strokes her daughter’s hair and
says: “I can leave you, Wichit, but I can’t leave my child.”?3® So even though Song’s Nara and
Kulab’s Nob are both compared to Nora, they both decide, in the end, against the kind of self-
assertion that Ibsen’s heroine is famous for. The former chooses to remain a dutiful daughter to her

parents, while the latter continues to uphold her motherly love and duty.
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Malai’s Yupphadi is the only one out of the three Nora-like characters who is not bound by
her sense of duty towards others. In Chua fa din salai, the word duty is not mentioned once in
relation to Yupphadi, and the female protagonist does not exhibit the same kind of selfless sacrifice
that Nara and Nob are commended for. In fact, she does not even adhere to the most basic duty of a
wife, that of fidelity. She does instead follow her own heart and, if we can believe the words of the
narrator and other characters in the story, seduce the innocent Sangmong. Even after the two are
found out by Phapo, Yupphadi “smiles happily and challengingly....A woman like [her] is too
resolute to back out of her decision.”?7 Despite obvious differences in their actions (one chooses to
fulfill her sexual desires, while the other hopes to discover her own self), Yupphadi is the one out of
the three female protagonists who most resembles Nora in the sense that they both prioritize their
own needs over their duties towards others. It is no surprise then that Yupphadi is the only one out
of the three Nora-like characters who is portrayed in a negative light and is forced to face with a
tragic fate in the end.

This emphasis on womanly duty we have already seen in the pages of local newspapers and
magazines. [t was, as discussed above, a reaction towards the rise of real-live Thai New Women,
who began to demand their rights in the 1920s. Local fiction opened up a space for further
discussion on these New Women, what they could and could not do, as well as the consequences of
doing what they should and should not have done. In order to engage in these debates, three leading
Thai authors all turned to Ibsen’s 4 Doll’s House. They all featured, as we have seen, a protagonist
who is a New Woman and who is explicitly compared to Ibsen’s Nora. In the case of Song’s
‘Namjai khong Nara’ and Kulab’s ‘Nob’, however, the heroines do differ from the celebrated
protagonist because they both choose to uphold their duties towards others over fulfilling their own

desires. Malai’s Yupphadi is the only one who chooses to follow her own heart and forgoes her
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obligations towards others. She is, however, severely punished in the end. It seems, therefore, that
the three authors agreed with the insistence on womanly duty that was routinely found in the Thai
press. They agreed, in other words, that the Thai New Woman must never put herself before her

duties towards others especially towards her parents, husband, and children.

As has been shown, the New Woman was a phenomenon that swept across the globe in late
nineteenth to early twentieth century. Fiction was an integral part of this phenomenon, serving both
as a source of inspiration and a discursive space where the New Woman could be constructed and
contested. In Thailand, local women started to campaign for their rights in the 1920s. Like their
counterparts elsewhere around the world, these Thai New Women fought for gender equality in
areas such as education, occupation, sexual practices, and politics. Unlike their counterparts,
however, these women did not seem to be familiar with Ibsen’s 4 Doll s House and did not look to
Nora as a role model. It was instead the three leading authors, Song Thepasit, Kulab Saipradit, and
Malai Chupinit, who not only knew of the play but also turned to it in their engagement with the
New Woman. For these writers, Ibsen’s Nora serves as a model against whom they could carve out
a more acceptable version of the New Woman. What made this New Woman different from and
more acceptable than Ibsen’s famous heroine is her prioritisation of the duties towards others over
what Nora describes as the “sacred duties” to herself. Thus, the Thai Nora may have believed in
equal rights, may have awakened to the reality of her oppression, and may have longed to free

herself from social obligations. In the end, however, she chooses to remain in her doll’s house.
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Appendix I

Bandai haeng khwam rak: New Woman and the Perils of Fiction Reading

In fin-de-si¢cle England, gender debates were dominated by the figure of the New Woman.
What made this New Woman “new” was her outspoken belief in gender equality and her demand
for her rights in the areas of education, occupation, sexual practices, and politics. Recent research
has shown that localized versions of this New Woman also emerged in other parts of the world. In
Thailand progressively minded women started, in the early decades of the twentieth century, to
campaign for their rights. These campaigns obviously challenged the status quo, thus prompting the
more conservative sector of the society to level severe criticisms at these New Women. Such
criticisms were aimed at their masculinized nature, their adoption of Western ways, and their
reading of fiction which was thought, at the time, to be dangerous. This critical view of the Thai
New Woman, especially her dangerous habit of fiction reading, was often reflected in the literature
of the period. New Woman characters in the works of Siburapha and Riemeng are, for example,
portrayed as having been corrupted by the fiction that they have read. In Bandai hang khwam rak
(1932) San Tewarak offers a similar portrayal of his New Woman protagonist, but he also attempts
to redeem the value of fiction by showing how it can be used to reform the wayward character and

lead her back towards the “right” path.

The English New Woman and Her Habit of Fiction Reading

The term New Woman was widely used and discussed in fin-de-si¢cle England, but it
seemed to mean different things to different groups of people. To some, the term referred to real-
live women who campaigned for gender equality in areas such as education, occupation, sexuality,

and politics. Building on the initiatives and the limited successes of their predecessors, these New



Women demanded that they and their peers be given the same educational and professional
opportunities as men. They also advocated “sex education for all, an end to the sexual double
standard, and the civic duty of (male) chastity.”?*® Lastly, they continued the fight for female
suffrage that began in the mid-nineteenth century.?>® While the term New Woman referred, for
some, to these real-live women who were fighting for their rights, for others, it meant fictional
characters who refused to conform to the traditional feminine role of a subservient wife or a self-
sacrificing mother. In The Heavenly Twins, for example, Sarah Grand (pen name of Frances
Elizabeth Bellenden Clarke) creates a heroine who rejects one of the most basic wifely duties by
refusing to consummate her marriage to her syphilitic husband, an act which ends up saving her
life. In The Story of an African Farm, Olive Schreiner tells the story of a woman who agrees to
marry someone while being pregnant with another man’s child. The “shocking” behavior of these
New Woman characters made them both appealing and appalling to readers of the period, which
explained why they have, by the turn of the century, been featured in over a hundred novels.?*°

While the New Woman referred, for some, to real-live women who campaigned for gender
equality and, for others, to fictional characters who challenged the traditional concept of femininity,
the term had yet another set of meaning. In the eyes of her critics, the New Woman was often

99261

imagined as “a bicycling, cigarette-smoking Amazon”~*" who insisted on wearing short hair and

practical dress. Her call for gender equality was construed as an attempt to become men, and she

29 ¢¢

was, therefore, seen as “the old maid trying to be the young man,” “one who has ceased to be a
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lady, and has not yet attained to be a gentleman,” or “madam become Adam.?*> The New Woman
was often portrayed, moreover, as an avid reader of dangerous fiction. The 1894 issue of Punch
magazine featured, for example, a cartoon and poem that portrayed the New Woman as “Donna
Quixote”, who, like Don Quixote, was led astray by the fiction that she had been reading. The

263 Lying at her feet were

cartoon depicted a woman reading a book and holding up a large key.
books by Henrik Ibsen, Leo Tolstoy and Mona Caird. The accompanying poem made the message
about the dangers of fictional works written by these authors as well as others clear. It read:

Yes, there you sit surrounded by wild hosts

Of warring wonders which indeed are “Ghosts”:264

“Doll’s-House” delirium sets your nerves a-thrill,

“DODQO™265 hysteria misdirects your will266

Critics of the New Woman were not the first to point out the corrupting influences of fiction,

especially novels, on female readers. In fact, before the genre started to gain acceptance in the
1840s, novels were perceived to be dangerous to everybody. As John Tinnon has demonstrated,
“between about 1750 and the 1830s many people objected to novel-reading as an abuse of literacy

267 Eyen after the novel

likely to do moral damage to readers and, indeed, to the national culture.
had become respectable, certain sub-genres such as “Gothic romances, penny dreadfuls, Newgate

crime stories, sensation novels, Zolaesque naturalism, and so on [still] came under attack for rotting

262 These labels were given by female readers of the Grantham Journal when they were asked to define the
New Woman in 1894. For more details, please see Vicente Edward Clemons, The New Woman in Fiction and
History: From Literature to Working Woman, Master’s Thesis (Pittsburg State University, 2016), pp. 62-63.

263 Tt was, according to Angelique Richardson and Chris Willis, a reference to Keynotes (1893), a collection
of short stories by a well-known New Woman writer George Egerton (pen name of Mary Chevelita Dunne).
Richardson and Willis, “Introduction,” p. 20.

264 An 1881 play by Henrik Ibsen.
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the minds of their readers, promoting vice, and subverting cultural standards.”?%® Women were the
main readers of many of these sub-genres, so it should come as no surprise that female reading
became a subject of particular concern. This focus on the dangers of female reading was reflected in
the novels themselves. Between 1752-1824, especially from 1790s, “the endangering of the heroine
by unwise reading — which may mean politically radical or religiously sceptical works, but will
most often mean novels — became ‘one of the most hackneyed situations in the novel of this
period.””?% “In particular,” observes Jacqueline Pearson in Women s Reading in Britain, 1750-1835
“criticism of women’s reading became highly sexualised, sexual transgression being repeatedly
figured by unwise reading.”?7°

A century later, similar criticisms were levelled at the New Woman. As Gail Cunningham
notes in The New Woman and the Victorian Novel, “uncensored reading was often held responsible
for what was considered to be one of the New Woman's most unpleasant characteristics, an almost
terrifying frankness about sex.”?’! Marie Corelli, one of the best-selling authors of the period,
expressed similar views in The Sorrows of Satan (1895). In the novel, the female protagonist, Lady
Sibyl, proclaims that she has been “corrupted” by the New Woman fiction. She says to her husband,
“I ask you, do you think a girl can read the books that are now freely published [...] and yet remain
unspoilt and innocent? [...] I have read all those books,—and what can you expect of me? Not
innocence, surely!”?72 Later on in the novel, Lady Sibyl tries to tempt a friend of her husband’s into

having an affair with her. When her husband finds out, she declares “you know why I married you. I
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state it boldly to your face,—it was that I might have your intimate friend for my lover.”?’* She then
goes on to claim that such behavior was common. “You have only to read the ‘new’ fiction,” she
tells her husband, “to be assured that your ideas of domestic virtue are quite out of date. Both men
and women are, according to certain accepted writers of the day, at equal liberty to love when they
will and where they may.”?’* It is clear from these proclamations that reading the “wrong” type of
fiction has “corrupted” Lady Sibyl by giving her unconventional ideas about the sexual relations
between men and women.

In addition to “corrupting” women with sexual knowledge, fiction was also charged with
introducing its New Woman readers to wrong and dangerous ideas. In the poem “Donna Quixote”
mentioned above, the author called these ideas “book-bred phantoms™ and “morbid conceptions.”
He wrote: “Mere book-bred phantoms you for facts mistake;/ Your Wanderjahr will vanish when
you—wake!”27> A little later on he expressed a similar idea and wrote: “Morbid conceptions born of
books ferment/ In brains a-burn with febrile discontent!”?’¢ What were some of these “morbid
conceptions” that were making women “burn with febrile discontent”? An example was given in an
article by Hugh E.M. Stuttfield. Stuttfield was primarily known in fin-de-si¢cle English literary
circle as a travel writer, but he also wrote a few essays criticizing New Woman literature. In “The
Psychology of Feminism,” he wrote “Mrs Egerton is, of course, a great believer in the Scandinavian
doctrine of the ego. Self-sacrifice is out of fashion altogether in our modern school of novelists, and

self-development has taken its place.”?”” According to Stuttfield, fictional works by authors such as
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George Egerton?’® and Henrik Ibsen?” introduced their female readers to the dangerous idea that
they should put themselves first, which was obviously detrimental to the patriarchal family

institution that had always run on the basis of female self-sacrifice.

The Thai New Woman and Her Critical Portrayal in Early-Twentieth-Century Thai Press

Although the New Woman was traditionally associated with fin-de-siécle England, recent
research has revealed that localized versions of this figure also emerged in other parts of the world
including Asia.?®® In Thailand, the phenomenon of the New Woman was less evident than in many
other countries, but Thai women did begin, in the 1920s, to campaign for their rights. Building on

281 educated middle-class Thai women campaigned for

earlier debates by male intellectual and elite,
gender equality in the pages of the newspapers and the many women’s magazines that were

published in the early decades of the twentieth century. In an issue of Suphapnari, for example, a
woman by the pseudonym of Tawanok wrote that Thai “women [were] demanding equal rights to
men because [they were] far-sighted enough to see the advancements that Western women [were]

making.”?82 In Thaimai, Jurai Saowaphaphong also brought up the issue of gender equality. She

wrote: “Because you’re a man, and [ am a new woman, you often think mistakenly that I would like
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to be courted.”?®? “I don’t see any reason why,” she continued, “women could not pursue men first
if they so wanted. [...] In this day and age [...] we advocate gender equality.”284

Similar to the New Woman in fin-de-siécle England, the Thai New Woman advocated
gender equality in the areas of education, occupation, sexual practices, and politics. The fifth issue
of Narinat published, for example, the readers’ responses towards the question of what women
should study which had been posed in an earlier issue. A letter by Sanamchan was included, in
which she wrote: “I believe women and men have the same intellectual capacity, so I think women
can, just like men, study anything.”285 Sanamchan also believed that women were capable of
becoming “nurses, teachers, musicians, doctors” and anything else that their education had prepared
them for.28 Similar opinions were expressed by other women and, to a lesser extent, men. It should
be noted, however, that despite their advocation of equal educational and professional opportunities,
most still clung to the traditional belief that women should, first and foremost, tend to their
domestic duties. Sanamchan wrote, for instance, that she “agrees with every Narinat reader who
believes that ‘women need to learn the art of being a good housewife and mother.””287 The purpose
of general and vocational education was, according to her, to prepare them for the event that they
did not marry and had, as a result, to earn their own living.

In addition to demanding equal educational and occupational opportunities, the Thai New
Woman also called for changes in the area of sexual practices. This call manifested primarily in the
form of a campaign for the abolition of polygamy. In a column titled “Thang yik thang

khuan” [Prodding and pinching] regularly published in the magazine Satrithai, the author pointed to
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civilized countries in Europe and America that “granted women equal rights as men, [and] made
monogamy into a law.”288 She then criticized the matrimonial law in Thailand for being “behind the
time.”?% Several years later, an article in Yingthai also condemned the Thai matrimonial law for
lagging behind those in the more civilized countries because it “grant[ed] too little protection to
women.”?*® “In developed nations,” the author continued to point out, “they have a law that strictly
prohibits men from having more than one wife.”29!

The Thai New Woman called, as we have seen, for equality in the areas of education,
occupation, and sexual practices. They also appealed, to a lesser extent, for political participation.
In 1926, the editors of Satrithai decided to add a column on women and politics. They wrote: “In
addition to serving as a beacon of light for our female readers, we are also proud to add a section on
women and politics, which would benefit the country.”?? A year later, the same magazine published
in the column “Ying thai kab mueang thai” [Thai women and Thailand] a letter from a reader by the
pseudonym of Khru Lek. In it, she observed that “in our country, there is a group of people who
agree[d] that we women [were] still crude and dumb.”2?3 These people thought, she continued to
point out, that women only knew how to cook and raise children but were ignorant of everything
else. Such was the case, argued Khru Lek, because women only paid attention to housekeeping and

taking care of their husbands. Thus, she implored her peers: “Wake up! Pay attention to politics!
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Support the country and religion!”?°* Unless they did so, she warned, “Thai women would soon be
thought of as female buffaloes!”2%3

Similar to the New Woman in fin-de-si¢cle England, the Thai New Woman also came under
heavy criticisms. She was often portrayed, not as an oppressed woman fighting for her rights, but
instead as a masculized or Westernized woman whose behavior was inappropriate for her sex or in
her country. In a short story entitled “Romance son rueang ching” [Romance-like true story] by
Dokmaisod (pen name of M.L. Buppha Nimmanhemin), for example, one of the male characters
says that the New Woman “wears chic clothes, plays sports, and races bicycles.”?¢ Sports and races
were traditionally associated with men, so the fact that the New Woman engaged in these activities
meant, to her critics, that she was encroaching on the male domain. The magazine Satrithai also ran
a column entitled “Chodmai chak pa chuen” [Letter from pa chuen]. In one of her “letters,” the
author under the pseudonym “pa chuen” criticized her niece and her “New Woman” friends. She
wrote: “Are you trying to be a Western woman [nang mam]? Everything has to be Western. [...] In
my days, no woman dared to smoke, drink, go to hotels, ride in cars and give men the eye.”?7 In
another letter, “pa chuen” similarly portrayed the New Woman as a Westernized and, therefore,
fallen woman. She wrote of an acquaintance’s niece: “[she] follows the Western ways, so she often
socializes with men. [...] In the evening they go to hotels, at night they go to the movies and the
theater. Now, a baby has been born, but the father cannot be found.””2%8

In addition to being portrayed as masculinized and Westernized, the Thai New Woman was,

similar to her English counterpart, criticized for her reading of dangerous fiction. According to the
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historian Thanapol Limapichart, the dangers of reading the wrong type of material had been a
concern since the late nineteenth century, but it became heightened in the late 1910s and into the
1920s.2%° Such was the case because the local literary market expanded rapidly in this period. There
were, for example, 99 privately owned printing houses in Bangkok in the year 1924, but the number
rose to 127 in the next three years.’® This rapid expansion yielded more publications, most of
which were in the form of fiction [ruang an len].3°! Compounded with this growth in the literary
market was the expansion of general education. Scot Barmé notes in Woman, Man, Bangkok, for
example, that “while 5,396 girls were reported to be receiving a formal education of one sort or
another in 1915, this number had grown to some 235, 465 by 1925.739 This development translated
into a large number of potential new readers. As a result, social guardians and public moralists
became increasingly concerned that these new readers, especially women and adolescents, would be
corrupted by their consumption of fiction.303

In the eyes of these social guardians and public moralists, the dangers of fiction were two-
fold. First of all, fiction introduced carnal knowledge to the young, especially young women, before
they were deemed ready. In 1916 the newspaper Chinno-sayamwarasap published an article on
indecent fiction. The author argued, in the article, that recent fiction was dangerous because it
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introduced its readers to “worldly wickedness [khwam chua thang loki],””"* which seemed to mean
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“matters of love, relationships, and erotic behaviors.”% In 1927 the editors of Satrithai announced
that they were looking to publish “true fiction” [niyai khwam ching], which would, unlike regular
fiction, be based on real events and would aim at imparting moral values to the readers. In one such
story entitled “Somrot Anat” [Wretched marriage], the author described a doomed union between a
young man and a young woman. The woman had “a habit of reading the new fiction. [...] She read
so much of it that she remembered its content well. This content consisted [mainly] of descriptions
of love.”3% Being so familiar with matters of love was, according to the author, what made the
young woman fall quickly in love with a young man that she had recently met and what made her
decide to elope with him. The author pointed out, however, that their relationship was doomed
because neither was ready for it.

In addition to introducing its readers to matters of love and sex, fiction was also charged
with setting harmful examples for its readers. In their call for “true fiction” submission, for
example, the editors of Satrithai described how regular fiction was not based on truth and was
meant mainly for entertainment. Some even “led young readers astray because they mistakenly
followed the examples set in these stories.”*” Similar ideas were expressed in an an earlier issue,
where the editors summarized the content of a letter submitted to them by a reader. The letter listed
six factors that made Thai women lag behind those in more civilized countries. One of these factors
was the reading of fiction. “Useless fiction,” summarized the editors, “misled [the readers] by
encouraging them to imagine themselves as the protagonists of the stories and to hope for the
almost impossible.”2% Another issue of Satrithai also published a poem that warns against the

dangers of fiction. In it, the author claimed that reading fiction made the readers want to become the
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heroines of the stories. It also led them astray from dharma and made them burn with passion. The
author then warned her fellow women not to obsess over fiction for it would only lead them to

ruin.’%

Bandai haeng khwam rak and the Transformative Power of Fiction

Given these suspicions against fiction, the fact that the Thai New Woman was, similar to her
English counterpart, often associated with it meant that she was frequently portrayed in the
literature of the period as having been corrupted by her reading. In Chua fa din salai [Eternity]
(1943), for example, Riameng (pen name of Malai Chupinit) tells the story of Yupphadi, a young
woman who marries an older man only to start a torrid affair with his nephew soon after. In the
story Yupphadi is portrayed as a New Woman who dares to defy tradition. She declares at one point
in the novel that she wants to “live freely, free from traditional and social restrictions, which are
obstructions in one’s freedom.’?10 As is clear from Yupphadi’s later conversation with her lover, this
freedom meant, first and foremost, sexual freedom. Yupphadi’s defiant attitude towards sex is
portrayed, in the novel, as a direct influence of her reading. She tells her lover at one point that her
favorite works of fiction are Ibsen’s 4 Doll’s House and Khun Chang Khun Phaen.’!" She even tells
him that she “see[s] what Nora sees and think[s] what Nora thinks.”312 Ibsen’s 4 Doll’s House
(1879) is a play that has been instrumental in the New Woman movement. It not only tells the story
of a quintessential New Woman named Nora but also serves as an inspiration to real-live New

Women all over the world.*!® In Chua fa din salai, Nora is erroneously represented as a sexually
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liberated woman,*'* and Khun Chang Khun Phaen was, at the time, often deemed inappropriate
reading for women because of its sexual content. So the fact that Yupphadi enjoys reading these two
works seems to account for her unconventional view towards sex and her scandalous sexual
behavior.

Another New Woman character who has been corrupted by her fiction reading can be found
in “Nob” (1938) by Siburapha (pen name of Kulab Saipradit). This short story is about a New
Woman who believes that her husband has duties towards her just as she does towards him.
Therefore, when the eponymous heroine feels neglected by her husband, she decides that she is
going to leave him and their daughter. Amused rather than alarmed by her decision, Nob’s husband
exclaims: “I know why you’re so different this morning [...] Only a few days ago I bought you a
copy of Ibsen’s book for your birthday. You’ve surely read 4 Doll’s House, right, Nob?3!5 As
mentioned above, Ibsen’s 4 Doll’s House was denounced by such critics of the New Woman as
Stuttfield as having a corrupting effect on female readers and making them value self-development
over self-sacrifice. In “Nob,” similar criticisms are levelled at the canonical play. Before Wichit,
Nob’s husband, arrives at the conclusion that his wife has been influenced by Ibsen’s work, the
couple has a discussion on the concept of self-sacrifice. Nob tells him that she has sacrificed
everything for his happiness and well-being, but he has not done the same for her. In fact, he has put
her happiness last and has, therefore, completely neglected it. Wichit implies in his response that it
is only natural for women to make such sacrifices. Thus, when it dawns on him that his wife has

been reading A Doll’s House and has been “possessed by the spirit of Ibsen,”316 Wichit seems to
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conclude that it is the influence of this particular piece of fiction that has steered Nob away from
her traditional role as a subservient and self-sacrificing woman.

An even earlier example of a New Woman character who is deeply influenced by her fiction
reading can be found in Bandai haeng khwam rak [ The leading steps towards love] by San Tewarak
(pen name of Bunyuen Komonbut). Bandai haeng khwam rak was serialized in 1932 in the
newspaper Prachachat and first appeared in book form in 1940.317 Written in the form of a diary,
the novel tells the story of a young woman named Chuangchan who turns down a proposal by
Thada partly because he does not sweep her off her feet the way she has come to expect to be from
her consumption of mainly romantic fiction. In the meantime, she finds a lost wallet, which she
speculates to belong to someone named Wara Worawit. After some time, Chuangchan receives a
letter from Wara, and the two start a correspondence. The nature of their communication quickly
turns romantic, with Chuangchan falling increasingly in love with the man she has never met.
Chuangchan finds out in the end, however, that Wara does not actually exist. The person that she
has been corresponding with is actually a creation of a group of men who want to help their friend,
Thada, by endearing him to Chuangchan. They succeed in doing so by creating Wara in the likeness
of Thada, thus making Chuangchan gradually fall in love with the latter without knowing it. Once
she learns the truth, Chuangchan admits to being in love with Thada, and the story ends happily for
all involved.

Chuangchan is portrayed in the story as a New Woman who believes in gender equality. In
the very first diary entry, she describes her long-time aspiration to “do good for the masses even

though [she] is just a small and insignificant person.”'® She complains, however, that she has been
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prevented from doing so by her aunt and uncle who have raised her since she was orphaned at a
young age. According to Chuangchan, her aunt disagreed with her when she wanted to enroll in
nursing school, and her uncle objected when she wanted to teach at an all-girls school.>'” So unlike
the real-live Thai New Women who were entering formal education and professional careers,
Chuangchan must forego her aspiration and content herself with staying at home and doing nothing
of importance. Despite not being able to do more with her life, Chuangchan still maintains her
conviction in gender equality. She writes: “At home, we are women. In politics, we are political
scientists [...] And on the battlefield, we are warriors. We can be everything that men can.”320 As
the literary critic Chusak Pattrakulvanit notes in his essay “Bandai haeng khwam rak thoe likit
chiwit bon lumsop somburanayasitthirat” [ Bandai haeng khwam rak penning herself on the death of
absolute monarchy], such attitude aligns Chuangchan with “the first wave feminists, a group of
upper and upper middle class women in the West who, in the late nineteenth and early twentieth
century, demanded women’s rights such as suffrage, property rights, and rights to education.” Such
attitude makes her, in other words, a New Woman.

Like other New Woman characters after her, Chuangchan is heavily affected by her reading
of fiction. The heroine mentions her reading at the very beginning of the novel. She writes: “I know
French quite well [...] but have not had a chance to put it to good use aside from reading foreign
fiction, catalogues, and sewing books.”?2! Throughout the novel, she also mentions several authors
and fictional works that she has read. She writes, for instance, that she “worship[s] Jean-Jacques
Rousseau’s motto: ‘Good reputation is the best memorial man can have.””’322 Although Rousseau is

best known today for his philosophical works, he also wrote fiction, so it remains unclear whether
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Chuangchan has read his fictional or non-fictional pieces. The other authors that she mentions are,
however, clearly writers of fiction. These authors include the canonical playwright William
Shakespeare, the popular French author and playwright Alexandre Dumas fils, and an English
writer named Gilbert, which probably refers to William Gilbert or his son W.S. Gilbert. Chuangchan
mentions, to a lesser extent, fictional works in the Thai language. She recounts, for instance, that
she once borrowed a copy of Khun Chang Khun Phaen from one of the maids. She was soon
discovered by her uncle who, probably out of his desire to shield her from its sexual content, told
her to return the book to the rental store immediately.

It is clear from Chuangchan’s description that she is deeply influenced by her reading. She
claims, as mentioned above, that she agrees with Rousseau’s motto and wants to lead her life by it.
Most of the influence that fiction exerts on Chuangchan has, however, to do with matters of love.
The passages that she quotes from Shakespeare, Dumas, and Gilbert are all about courtship, love,
and marriage. She recalls, for example, a passage from Dumas that goes: “Of all the follies that man
can unwittingly commit, I would like to advise him against one, marriage, for it is the only folly he
can repeat every single day.”??3 After citing this quote, Chuangchan goes on to say that because
marriage can, as Dumas has warned, be a folly, she tries to be careful not to accept anyone’s
proposal before being sure that she is truly in love with him. Not only does Chuangchan glean her
life lessons from the fictional works that she has read, but she is also so obsessed with these books
that she often imagines her life as a piece of fiction and herself as the heroine in it. As Chusak
observes in his essay, “when recounting her refusal of Thada’s proposal, [Chuangchan] portrays
herself as a woeful heroine because the man who proposed to her did so not because he loves her
but rather because he has been rejected by a better and more beautiful woman.”324 The same is true

of Chuangchan’s representation of her relationship with the mysterious Wara. She even makes the
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comparison between this relationship and the literary genre of romance explicit. She writes after
having received one of Wara’s letters: “All this—all that is the first chapter of a romance in which I
have been invited to act as the heroine.”3%

As mentioned above, social guardians and public moralists tried to warn female readers that
fiction reading was harmful because it encouraged them to daydream about becoming the
protagonists in the stories. In the case of a New Woman like Chuangchan, this daydreaming has
further implications. At the beginning of Bandai haeng khwam rak, the protagonist espouses, as
discussed earlier, the idea of gender equality. She believes that women can accomplish anything that
men can, and she yearns to do more with her own life. As the novel progresses and as Chuangchan
becomes more and more immersed in her own romantic fantasy, however, she seems to neglect all
her ideals. An example that shows how Chuangchan is only interested in her budding romance with
Wara is her reaction towards the 1932 revolution. The revolution that promised to bring democracy
to the country had implications for all fighting for equality including women. Chuangchan is,
however, much more interested in Wara’s letter to her than in the monumental incident that has just
taken place. She writes: “Enough with the gossips and the opinions about the change in system of
government. It may be interesting but probably not more so than his letter.”326 In describing her
own letter to him, Chuangchan writes that most of it is an account of the revolution, “which [she is]
too lazy to copy down in [the] diary.””327 The only passage she does copy from her letter to Wara is
one that indirectly tells him that she believes they are meant for each other. Chuangchan’s choice in

what she reproduces in her diary makes it clear that her New Woman ideals have firmly taken a

backseat to her romance.
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Knowing the effect that fiction has on Chuangchan, the male characters in the story decide
to exploit it in order to drive her even further away from her New Woman aspirations. Towards the
end of the novel, it is revealed both to Chuangchan and to the reader that Wara does not actually
exist but is a creation of a group of Thada’s friends. All of his letters to Chuangchan have been
composed by one of these friends, namely Pricha Phatthanarangsi, a professional writer of fiction.
Given these facts, it is as if Thada’s friends have written a piece of fiction for Chuangchan to read
and to imagine herself as the heroine therein. The ostensible aim of this piece of fiction is to make
Chuangchan fall gradually in love with Wara, who has been created in the likeness of Thada. As
becomes clear towards the end of the novel, however, these male characters also use the opportunity
to convert Chuangchan into a traditional woman. They do so by having Wara voice the same
criticisms against the New Woman that were circulating in the press at the time Bandai haeng
khwam rak was written.

In one of his later letters to Chuangchan, Wara paints a critical picture of contemporary Thai
women. He tells her, “most women today are only physically female [...] Their manners [...] have
been corrupted by modern civilization so that they are different from those of real women.??® He
later expands on this “modern civilization” by writing that “we are adopting the strange and new
ways of the West. We are just like someone who is starting out on absinth and are drunk on the
sweetness of the green liquid.”?2° When the poisonous effects of the absinth start to manifest
themselves, it is already too late to abstain from its consumption. The same is true, according to
Wara, of the way Thai women are adopting the Western tradition. They would soon discover its
harmful effects, but it would already be too late. Echoing the prevailing criticism of the New
Woman, Wara not only portrays her as a Westernized but also as a masculinized woman. He tells

Chuangchan in the same letter that “in this day and age, we will see women take up many of men’s
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jobs, demand their rights [...], and, if possible, take the reins on world domination.”*° Very few
remain “real women” who confine themselves within the bounds of tradition, “within the
household, and within the kitchen.”3! Wara makes it clear, however, that he desires this rare breed
of traditional women.

As mentioned earlier, the aim of having Wara voice these criticisms is to convert
Chuangchan from a New Woman into a traditional one. Thada’s friends are successful in doing so
as we can see from the remarks made by Chuangchan herself. After reading Wara’s letter, she
writes: “My dear Wara! You have taught me to think and to understand so many things.”332 Later on
in the diary entry, Chuangchan expands on what she means. She writes: “Wara wants a housewife
who is a real woman, a mother who will take care of his children, a spice in the kitchen, the honor
of the house, and the darling of his heart.”*3* Knowing what Wara looks for in a woman,
Chuangchan “starts to understand why her aunt and uncle have tried to deter [...] her from every
single one of [her] ambitions, why they have groomed [her] into someone who stays at home and
who loves housework.”334 At the beginning of the novel, Chuangchan was, as we may recall, upset
with her aunt and uncle for preventing her from achieving her New Woman ideals. Her
correspondence with Wara has, however, completely turned her around and made her appreciative
of their efforts. The fiction that has been supplied by Thada’s friends has, in other words,
successfully converted Chuangchan from a New Woman into a traditional one.

As has been shown, the New Woman may have traditionally been associated with fin-de-

siecle England, but localized versions of this figure did emerge in other parts of the world including
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early-twentieth-century Thailand. Like her English counterpart, the Thai New Woman believed in
gender equality and demanded her rights in the areas of education, occupation, sexual practices, and
politics. Her appeal for change in the status quo unsurprisingly led to criticisms from the more
conservative sector of the society. These criticisms included the association of the New Woman
with the consumption of dangerous fiction. Fiction was, at the beginning of the twentieth century,
often blamed for providing its female readers with carnal knowledge and, therefore, corrupting their
minds. It was also charged with setting harmful examples for these impressionable readers to follow
often by leading them to imagine themselves as the heroine of the story.

This criticism of the New Woman and her dangerous habit of reading was featured in a few
prominent pieces of fiction that came out in the period. One of these pieces was Bandai hang
khwam rak by San Tewarak. In this novel, San clearly portrays the female protagonist, Chuangchan,
as a New Woman who longs to do more with her life. She is, however, prevented from doing so not
only by her guardians as she herself observes but also by her own obsession with the reading of
fiction. She enjoys, as has been shown, imagining her life as a piece of romance with herself as the
heroine. Such enjoyment does, however, detract her from her more serious and lofty goals. It does,
moreover, make her susceptible to the manipulation of the male characters within the story. By
creating a piece of fiction for Chuangchan to read, these characters succeed not only in making her
fall in love with their friend but also in converting her from a New Woman to a traditional one.
Such use of fiction is obviously a reversal of the usual criticism against this particular type of
writing. The male characters in the story do, in other words, use fiction not to corrupt the mind of
the female reader but to steer her back towards the more acceptable and conservative path.

Fiction had, as has been shown, always been a site of contention among various groups.
This contention became intensified each time a new controversy arose or the status quo became

threatened. In early twentieth-century Thailand, the New Woman was this controversial figure who



challenged the existing patriarchal norm and feminine ideal. She was, therefore, inserted into the
debate on fiction. Thus, we see how some critics condemned the New Woman and her habit of
fiction reading, while others, like San in Bandai hang khwam rak, tried to redeem the value of
fiction. He did so, as we have seen, by showing how it could be used to reform the threatening New

Woman and to guide her back towards the “right” path.
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