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Farang (foreign, Caucasian) men have played a significant role in Thai society for several decades as sex tourists
and, more recently, as farang sons-in-law, men who marry Thai wives and often settle down in rural Thai villages.
While both of these phenomena have received considerable attention, in neither case have the experiences and
motivations of the farang men involved been adequately examined. Based on fieldwork in Bangkok and the
northeast region of Isan, we examine the relationship between emergent masculinities of sex tourist and son-in-law
at a societal level and the transient subjectivities of men who experience them. Anthropological theory regularly
conflates subjectivities and the cultural and social formations, particularly “identities,” that shape them. On the
basis of our analysis, we argue that a distinction between the two is needed in order to adequately theorize changing
masculinities. The ways in which men’s subjective experiences of masculinity change are different from the ways in
which culturally shared, socially constructed, and politically-economically facilitated masculine identities emerge.
We caution that evidence of the former—transient subjectivity at an individual level—is not evidence of the latter—
changing or emergent masculine identities at a societal level.

We met Patrick at a café in a small northeast market town
in Thailand, where he was drinking beer and whisky alone
at midmorning.1 Speaking slurred English with bits of Thai
mixed in, Patrick related a lovelorn tale of woe about his
“mia suay mahk mahk” (“very, very beautiful wife”). He told
us how he had spent some 5 million Thai baht (∼US$150,000)
over 4 years living with her and chasing after her. He had mar-
ried her, built a house in the northeast region of Isan, given
money to her parents, and bought her large amounts of gold.
He had, by his account, done everything he could to get her
to settle down with him in rural Isan. But at the urging of her
parents and sister, she had chased him out of the house he
bought for her and gone off to Pattaya to find a new, better
farang (Westerner). Patrick was a large English man and for-
mer soldier in his early fifties with several adult children from
a previous marriage in England, whose names he had tattooed
across his body. He was now living primarily on a military dis-
ability pension. His “mia suay mahk mahk” was a 23-year-old
woman from Isan.

Patrick is one of tens of thousands of farang men mak-
ing lives for themselves in Thailand.2 Across the agricultural
hinterland of Isan, in nearly every village, are at least one or
two ban farang (literally, houses of Westerners). In some vil-
lages, there may be dozens or even a hundred such homes,
built in most cases by partnerships between farang men and
Isan women.3 Bars, cafés, and restaurants in Isan market towns
cater to a clientele of middle-aged and elderly farang men.
Far off to the south, in the entertainment districts of Bang-
kok and the beach resorts of Pattaya and Phuket, middle-
aged farang men are visible everywhere in public spaces, fre-
quently accompanied by considerably younger Thai women.

These men and the places they inhabit—from the ban
farang in villages to the cafés in rural market centers to the
tourist entertainment spaces—have over several decades be-
come a familiar, if still conceptually “foreign,” part of contem-
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1. Fieldwork was carried out by the authors working singly or in
pairs over several years; for the sake of brevity, “we” is used to refer to
the researchers. Names and incidental details have been changed to
protect informants’ confidentiality.

2. While no precise count exists, we can safely estimate that farang
men living in Northeast Thailand number in the tens of thousands and
that sex tourists (loosely defined) number in the hundreds of thousands
annually.

3. In our research, we encountered relatively few instances of similar
transnational partnerships of farang women and Isan men and of same-
sex couples.
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porary Thailand.4 They embody in perceptions, if not always
in practice, two figures of masculinity. The first, by now globally
recognized figure is that of the sex tourist, who travels overseas
from wealthy to less affluent countries in search of cheap and
easily available commercial sex (e.g., Brennan 2004; Cabezas
2009; Kempadoo 2004; Manderson 1997; Padilla et al. 2007;
Truong 1990). The second, more specific to Thailand, is the
farang husband (pua farang), who is married to or in a long-
term conjugal relationship with a Thai “wife of a foreigner”
(mia farang; Boonmathya 2005; Lafferty and Maher 2014;
Lapanun 2012, 2013; Mix and Piper 2003; Sirijit 2013; Sirijit
and Angeles 2013).5 In the Isan context, farang husbands are
also, importantly, in-marrying farang sons-in-law (kiew farang)
of matrilineal, matrilocal Isan families.6

Both the sex tourist and farang son-in-law are emergent
masculinities and recognizable “figures of modernity” of the late
twentieth and early twenty-first centuries in Thailand (cf. Bar-
ker, Harms, and Lindquist 2013). We can sketch only in broad
strokes here the social, cultural, political, and economic con-
ditions within and through which these contrasting masculin-
ities have emerged. In doing so, we point to the articulation
between these emergent masculinities and the transient sub-
jectivities of men who embody, practice, and, in particular, move
through them. We theorize change as occurring both in terms
of emergence with regard to identities or public masculinities
and transience with regard to subjectivity, arguing that these
are distinctive sorts of change, which other theorists frequently
conflate.7

The emergence of sex tourists and of farang husbands–
cum–farang sons-in-law in the late twentieth century are a
matter of sociocultural change. While they are embodied by
particular men in relationship to particular women and their
kin, these formations of masculinity emerge through the com-
ing together of political-economic forces (global capitalism, neo-
liberal citizenship, and the like), and social-cultural forces (in-
cluding Isan matrilineal traditions, devaluation of patriarchal
masculinity in the West, and recreational tourism, among oth-

ers). The shift some men make from embodying, if not nec-
essarily identifying with, these masculine identities—from
being a sex tourist to being a son-in-law—involves changing
subjectivities, in other words, how particular men feel about
their position vis-à-vis particular assemblages of masculine iden-
tity. But subjective transitions do not necessarily involve any
change in that identity or assemblage itself. The importance
of this distinction, which we will return to below, is that conflat-
ing the two may result in misleading perceptions of, and, pos-
sibly, misleading prescriptions for, changing gendered beliefs,
ideas, and practices.

Sex tourism and the phenomenon of in-marrying farang
sons-in-law are deeply intertwined. There are many relation-
ships between farang husbands and Isan wives that do not in-
tersect with Thailand’s sex tourism—in other words, many of
the men have never been sex tourists, and many of the women
have never been sex workers. That said, the majority of couples
interviewed in our research in Isan met either in a tourist des-
tination, particularly Pattaya or Phuket, or in Bangkok. Even
for those who met in Isan or overseas, the chain of relation-
ships leading to their introduction through friends and rel-
atives can often be traced to someone’s involvement in the
tourist or sex industries. Our focus here is not on who met
whom under what circumstances, nor do we aim to make a
general statement about all Thai-farang couples, as many such
couples fall far outside the sorts of experiences recounted here.
Rather, we seek to understand the relationship men who fit
these descriptions of “sex tourist” or “son-in-law” have to these
social identities (even or despite the fact that they may not iden-
tify with the category in question).

Patrick, as we met him that day in a farang café, exempli-
fies the troubled subjectivity frequently accompanying men’s
transition into, through, and out of the liminal spaces and mas-
culine performances of sex tourism. We encountered many
such distraught, unsettled figures during fieldwork in both Isan
and Bangkok. But most farang men we came to know in Isan
had more settled relationships and personal narratives, one as-
pect of which was carving out a space and self-identity that dis-
tinguished them from farang sex tourists.

In order to understand farang men’s changing, subjective
relationship to identities of sex tourist and husband–cum–son-
in-law, as well as the sociocultural articulation of these inter-
related masculine identities in Thailand, we find it necessary
to critically engage with recent formulations of “emergent mas-
culinities” in gender studies and anthropology (e.g., Inhorn and
Wentzell 2011). Our primary argument, to be detailed below
through the case of farang men in Thailand, is that masculine
subjectivities and masculine identities (or assemblages of mas-
culinity) change in distinctive ways.8 Anthropological and gen-

4. Researchers consistently note that academic attention tends to be
about the women involved in both transnational marriage and sex work,
with a dearth of serious attention given to men’s experiences and moti-
vations (e.g., Dahles 2009; Weitzer 2009). While the current article cannot
provide a comprehensive explanation of the “men’s point of view,” it does
aim to address this lacuna in academic research as well as in popular un-
derstandings of sojourning farang men.

5. The trend of Western men settling in Thailand as husbands, while
better known inside rather than outside Thailand, has gained some in-
ternational media coverage, for example, “A Thai Region Where Husbands
Are Imported,” New York Times, September 24, 2010.

6. Matrilineal, matrilocal traditions are also typical of Northern Thai-
land (the regions around Chiang Mai) but not of Central Thailand (around
Bangkok).

7. Our use of “public” here does not refer to a public/private distinction
in the realm of the social but rather in Geertz’s (1973) sense of culture as
“public”webs of significance.

8. Our use of “assemblage” in this article is mainly descriptive, while
intentionally indexing nonlinear constructionist theory, derived largely
from Deleuze and Guattari (1987). Ortner (2006) uses the word “for-
mations” (107). Another widely used but theoretically underspecified
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der theory regularly conflate subjectivities and the cultural and
social formations that shape them (e.g., Inhorn and Wentzell
2011; Ortner 2006:107). We argue for the necessity of distin-
guishing between the subjectivities and identities (in this case,
gendered masculine identities) in order to understand two dif-
ferent kinds of change: changing or transient subjectivities ex-
perienced by individuals and changing or emergent masculine
identities, which are intersubjective, “public,” sociocultural
assemblages.9

Our arguments draw primarily on two research projects
conducted by the authors. Prior to and since the specific
projects referred to here, the authors have worked in North-
east Thailand for several decades, dating to the 1970s for
Smutkupt, the 1990s for Kitiarsa, and the mid-2000s for
Thompson. The first research project, jointly conducted by
Thompson and Kitiarsa, included interviews with a loose-knit
network of women from Isan working as “freelance” sex
workers in a farang-oriented entertainment district of Bang-
kok and with their male farang clients and partners. The
interviews, along with observed interactions, were conducted
with core members of this network over a period of more
than 2 years in 2007 to 2009, during which we were able to
follow the ongoing, shifting relationships among these Isan
women and farang men.10

The second research project, jointly conducted by Kitiarsa
and Smutkupt between December 2008 and August 2009,
focused on farang men living in Isan. Over three periods of
fieldwork, the authors traveled to villages in Khon Kaen,
Sisaket, and other provinces, identifying ban farang mainly
by word-of-mouth.11 We conducted 144 open-ended inter-
views in market towns and villages: 43 with farang husbands,
22 with Isan wives, 19 with farang-Isan couples together, and
an additional 60 interviews with others, including affinal
Isan relatives of farang men, unrelated villagers, shop own-

ers, local officials, and several farang women and farang men
who were not in long-term relationships with Isan women.
Altogether, substantial information was gathered about 99 het-
erosexual farang-Isan couples, a systematic analysis of which
was conducted by Thompson (see CA1 online supplement A).
In all cases, interviews were conducted in a combination of
English, Thai, and Isan dialect. Field notes based on observa-
tions and encounters in the course of both projects as well as
interview transcripts were recorded in English and Thai and
reviewed collectively by all three authors.

Bernstein (2007:3) notes that early twentieth-century “sex-
ologists” pathologized women’s engagement in prostitution
while explaining men’s patronage of prostitutes in terms of
social-structural conditions. In scholarship today, this has largely
been reversed. Women’s involvement in sex work as well as in
transnational relationships is largely explained in social-cultural
(e.g., conditioned by patriarchy) and political-economic terms
(e.g., conditioned by neoliberalism or neocolonialism), while
men’s involvement is cast largely as a matter of pathological
dominance drives and sexual desires (e.g., Herdt and Polen-
Petit 2011:514; cf. Hoefinger 2013). Our arguments here seek
to reorient such ideas toward a better specification of the re-
lationship between masculine subjectivity and the structural or
systemic social, cultural, and political-economic forces within
which subjectivities are embedded.12 We begin by laying out
our ethnographic encounters with sex tourism in Bangkok and
farang-Isan marriage in Northeast Thailand as well as the so-
cial, cultural, and political-economic conditions through which
the assemblages of “sex tourist” and “farang husband/son-in-
law” emerged, before returning to broader theoretical questions
of the articulation of masculine subjectivity and emergent mas-
culinities.

To illustrate the transient subjectivity of farang men, we first
draw on evidence from fieldwork in Bangkok. Over the course
of several years, including 4 months during which Thompson
lived adjacent to two of our key informants (Marco and Thong,
discussed below), we had the opportunity to interview and
interact with about two dozen women and more than half a
dozen men. We focus, in particular, on those whom we had
contact with over the entire period of the research. Their sto-
ries are not unusual, based on our own broader observations
and interviews as well as those of other researchers (e.g., Cohen
1993; Johnson 2007:163–175). Our ongoing contact with these
individuals provided particularly detailed and rich understand-
ings of their changing feelings and relationships.

Sex Tourism and Its Discontents

Thong and Daeng were both about 30 years old when we met
them in a tourist and sex-oriented entertainment district of

9. For a review of the theoretical development of “identities” within an-
thropology as categories that imply sameness across a group, rather than the
“self-sameness” of an individual over time and of the way that the “subject”
and subjectivity maps onto the individual “self” in light of poststructural-
ist theory, see Sökefeld (1999:417–419). Contra Sökefeld, we do not use the
construct of “self” in this article because it remains ontologically problem-
atic in fixing an essentialized logos. Nevertheless, Sökefeld is useful in dem-
onstrating that the “self” and “subject/subjectivity” are not the same as (group)
“identities” or categories of persons.

10. For details, see the acknowledgments.
11. Isan consists of 20 provinces, conventionally divided into upper

(northern), central, and lower (southern) Isan. Khon Kaen is near the geo-
graphic center of Isan. Sisaket is in lower (southeast) Isan.

12. In this respect, our analysis continues the ongoing analytical work
of reconciling insights of Freudian psychoanalysis and Marxian political-
economic theory, as outlined by early feminist theorists such as Rubin
(2011[1975]).

term would be social and cultural “constructs.” Some readers associate
assemblage narrowly with science, technology, and society studies and
actor-network theory (e.g., Latour 1997) or with Ong and Collier (2005).
Our own use is more influenced by Delanda’s (2006) theorizing as-
semblage in relation to complexity theory, where assemblage is com-
patible with but not confined to the sociotechnological assemblages

(cf. Leve 2011).
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Bangkok, where they solicited for customers along with a loose
network of other Isan women. They rented inexpensive apart-
ments or sometimes stayed in cheap hotel rooms not far from
their preferred locale for work. During the day, they would
meet up to play cards with others of their network, or “team,”
as they called it. In the evenings, they would get made up and
go out looking for customers. They preferred going out in the
late evening to early morning, when the bar scene was wind-
ing down. We initially met them, along with a couple others
of their team on their favored corner, or “office,” as they called
it, early in our 2007–2009 research into gender and migration
of Isan men and women to Bangkok. Cheerful and outgoing,
they agreed to assist us with our fieldwork.

Thong, Daeng, and the other freelancers we interviewed
generally preferred “short time” encounters with new custom-
ers, meaning that they would follow the customer to a hotel for
sex, finish the transaction as quickly as possible, and return to
their friends as well as the possibility of further customers. At
the same time, members of the team universally sought to be-
come mia farang in the long term and would go for extended
rather than short-time periods with repeat customers, staying
with them for days or weeks at a time (cf. Cohen 1982:421–422).
Both Thong and Daeng had multiple complex, longer-term rela-
tionships with farang men over the years we met up with them.
It was through them that we got to know some of the men with
whom they were involved as well as hear related stories of nu-
merous other men whom we did not meet directly. These nar-
ratives and the broader life histories within which they are sit-
uated speak to the unsettled subjectivities and liminality of men
in the “contact zone” that the figure of the sex tourist inhabits.

In 2007, Thong was already in an unregistered marriage
toMarco, a German man in his fifties. Initially a tourist, Marco
subsequently came to Thailand on a 3-year work contract in
the late 1990s. He was legally married to another Isan woman,
whom he also first met through commercial sex. Marco had
taken his first Isan wife back to Germany and had bought sev-
eral midpriced apartments in Bangkok under her name. At
the period of research, Marco was still married but estranged
from his first Isan wife, who continued to live in Germany. He
and Thong were not legally married, but he had accompanied
her to her village in Isan, and they had gone through customary
wedding rites, which included Marco giving substantial bride-
wealth cash and gifts (sin sod) to her parents. Thong spoke often
of how good and loyal Marco was.

Illustrating our attention here to transient subjectivity,
Marco had previously indulged excessively in the Bangkok
bar scene. In his words, “I used to fuck around the world,”
referring to the practice of going to bars and taking out each
of the women there in turn for sex (cf. Bishop and Robinson
1998:164). But by the mid-2000s, he had less enthusiasm for
the bar scene and preferred his ongoing, sustained relation-
ship with Thong, despite its many ups and downs. At times,
they would be living together, and Thong would be largely ab-
sent from the freelance scene. At other times, they would fight,
and either she would leave or he would kick her out. Some of

these altercations derived from interpersonal tensions, oth-
ers from issues related to Marco’s first wife, and yet others from
Thong’s continuing involvement in sex work and relationships
with other men, particularly Nick (cf. Cohen 1982:417–420).

Nick was an American, in his late thirties, married to an-
other freelance sex worker. He worked part of the year in the
United States and lived part of the year, for as long as his
savings would allow, in Bangkok. He described his Thai wife
as very businesslike and goal-oriented—very good at saving
and managing her money. Nick was open about the fact that
he had problems with impotency and was only occasionally
able to perform sexually. His Thai partner, after she saved
enough and quit sex work, wanted to have a baby. He wanted
to give her that but was concerned about his ability to get
her pregnant. At the same time, he was particularly close to
Thong and visited her with some frequency when she was not
living with Marco. Thong declared that she was in love with
Nick rather than Marco. As she put it, “Nick is good for love,
but Marco is good for sex,” referring to Nick’s impotence. In
addition, Nick offered her very little financial or material sup-
port in comparison to Marco.

From time to time, Marco would seek out Thong in the
freelance scene to spy on her activities, in particular to learn
whether she was still seeing Nick. Marco’s attachment to and,
at times, obsession with Thong fits with interpretations of other
writers who read similar emotional expressions as objectifica-
tion and possessive treatment of Thai women as property (e.g.,
O’Connell Davidson 1995). Garrick (2005:498–501), for in-
stance, drawing on the work of feminist scholar O’Connell
Davidson (1995) and journalist Seabrook (1996), among oth-
ers (e.g., Lyttleton 2000; Manderson 1997), portrays an attitude
of objectification and disposability among farang men toward
Thai women. In our interactions with Marco and other men,
we did not come across expressions of ownership so much as
strong emotional attachment and difficult feelings of jealousy
related to their knowledge of their partner’s ongoing sexual re-
lationships with short-time customers and other men.

With diminishingly few exceptions, research reported about
sex tourists is based on observations and brief one-off inter-
views in tourist sex-entertainment zones (e.g., O’Connell David-
son 1995; Seabrook 1996) or anonymous postings in internet
forums (Bishop and Robinson 2002). Our research, along with
the few cases of other research that report more intimate or sus-
tained observations outside of sex-entertainment sites (Cohen
1982, 1986, 1993; Hoefinger 2013; Johnson 2007), leads us to
suggest that work emphasizing men’s possessive, objectifying
attitudes is, at best, a partial, if not seriously biased, interpre-
tation of men’s subjective desires. In our fieldwork, we found
such attitudes of objectification and disposability expressed
mainly, if not exclusively, in contexts of macho posturing or in
response to unrequited desire.

For example, during one of our interviews with a farang man
named Tommy, who had ties to Thong and Daeng, he paused
at one point to call up friends to ask about looking for some
“cocaine whores” (who would have sex for drugs rather than
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money). He did so midway through a long, rambling confes-
sional about his love for Daeng—a moment that highlighted
the ambiguity, uncertainty, and stress of long-term relation-
ships in the contact zones of Bangkok. A tattooed English
“lad” in his midforties with a wiry, muscular build, Tommy fit
the mold of the callous “Macho Lad” described by O’Connell
Davidson (1995) and Garrick (2005). He had traveled and
lived extensively across Asia. In the mid-2000s, he was living
in Bangkok and working in the underground economy. He
was originally one of Thong’s customers. Through Thong, he
met Daeng, to whom he became deeply attached. Daeng, for
her part, had several long-term relationships with farang men
before and during the times we met her. Tommy bemoaned
the fact that he had “fallen in love with a prostitute” but be-
came obsessed with Daeng. She, likewise, was very drawn to
Tommy. Similar to Thong and Marco, Daeng and Tommy’s
relationship ran hot and cold.

Tommy struggled with feelings of jealousy about Daeng’s
freelance sex work. He appreciated the money she earned,
which was more than he could earn in Bangkok. They would
regularly party together when she got lucky with a big-spending
customer. But the longer the relationship lasted, the more pos-
sessive he became. He began to aggressively pursue Daeng in
her freelance work, using threats and intimidation to scare off
her customers. Eventually, Daeng became pregnant with his
child and carried the baby to term. She also, for the most part,
disappeared from the freelance sex-work scene. The last we
heard of them, Tommy and Daeng had a plan to return to En-
gland, where he was due to inherit a house from his parents.

These accounts of Marco, Nick, and Tommy resonate with
interviews of farang men in Isan. Many (though not all) talked
of living in Bangkok, Pattaya, Phuket, or other contact zones
for a number of years before relocating to Isan. They nearly
universally commented on their initial attraction to and then
eventual dislike of these tourist areas. Beyond a common trope
that such places were “not the real Thailand,” the farang hus-
bands recounted how living in Pattaya, Bangkok, or elsewhere
“drove them crazy.” The original male fantasy land becomes
subjectively reconstituted as a space of lies and deceit as well
as overly expensive. As Cohen earlier observed (1982:420–421),
the sex tourist’s initial wonder turns over time to a jaded and
disillusioned view of Thai sex workers or even of Thai women
in general. At the same time, we found men who were deeply
attached to particular women, with whom they established long-
term relationships.

Based on research among male clients of commercial sex
workers in Los Angeles, Bernstein argues that the men are not
experiencing alienated sexuality but rather constructing a pos-
itive desire for “a sexual connection that is premised on bounded
authenticity” (Bernstein 2007:127; cf. Lindquist 2010:113). While
this may be sustainable for some, the ability to maintain such
boundaries proved impossible for men such as Marco, Nick,
and Tommy. In the transnational context of sex tourism, in
particular, such boundaries are premised in large part on main-
taining the liminal position of “tourist.” As men extend their stay

within contact zones and their liaisons with women working
there, the power and privilege afforded them through global
hierarchies of political economy, race, and gender are dissolved
and sometimes inverted in the context of personal interactions
and local social dynamics.13 As Cohen points out, the women
are operating with superior local knowledge and linguistic com-
petency, which empower them vis-à-vis their farang partners
in various ways (Cohen 1986:124). Men, for their part, develop
affective attachments to particular women and no longer ex-
perience Thailand’s entertainment zones as consumers with vast
choice in a cheap market. For many, particularly those who re-
main for longer periods in Thailand, the dilemma is resolved
by transitioning from the fraught spaces of tourist contact zones
to more settled lives in the countryside as in-marrying sons-
in-law.

Sex Tourist and Son-in-Law as
Emergent Masculinities

The conditions through which the sex tourist and farang
son-in-law have developed into recognized figures of mas-
culine performance and identity are in some, but not all,
respects similar. Both owe their conditions of possibility to
the postcolonial, developmental Cold War, and later global-
izing, neoliberal political economies of the late twentieth cen-
tury. Gross disparities in wealth and median incomes of aver-
age citizens between more and less affluent nations over the
past century are one obvious condition that facilitates farang
men in performing these masculinities in Thailand’s entertain-
ment districts as well as in remote villages. A number of other
conditions during the last two decades of globalization (ca. 1990–
2010), such as relatively cheap telecommunications and air
travel, have also made the emergence of these two alternative
masculinities possible.

Male, heterosexual sex tourism in Thailand is one small part
of a much broader phenomenon of global sex tourism involv-
ing male, female, transgender, and variously sexually oriented
customers and an equally broad range of sex workers (see Dalhes
2009:223–226 for an extensive review of this literature). More-
over, sex tourism is a particular aspect of globalized, transna-
tional desires and relationships occurring within a generalized
“commodification of intimacy” (Constable 2009). Even within
the narrow range of male, heterosexual sex tourism, the expec-
tations, practices, and subjective experiences of those who would
be considered sex tourists, either by the tourists themselves or
by others, vary widely.

Everywhere, outside of the limited spaces that cater to sex
tourists (e.g., contact zones and internet forums), sex tourists
are construed as social and sexual deviants. In a recent textbook

13. We do not have the scope or, for that matter, the evidence to dis-
cuss here the majority of male tourists who return to their own countries
after one or more short visits. Cohen has written extensively about the
difficulties of such men in leaving Thailand and Thai women behind and
resuming their “normal” lives back home (Cohen 1982, 1986, 1993).

Thompson, Kitiarsa, and Smutkupt From Sex Tourist to Son-in-Law 57



on human sexuality, for example, sex tourism is equated with
rape and pedophilia and attributed to a sexual fetish of “seek-
ing sex with enslaved peoples” (Herdt and Polen-Petit 2011:
514). In a typological analysis of British sex tourists based on
interviews and fieldwork in Thailand, O’Connell Davidson
(1995) makes frequent asides, offering her judgment as a Eu-
ropean woman that the European men in Pattaya are “less
than appealing,” lacking confidence, “physically repellent,”
“enormously overweight,” “disfigured or disabled . . . or too old
to be considered sexually attractive” (52–54). Mix and Piper
(2003) offer a similarly unflattering portrayal of German men
who marry Thai women, interpreting evidence in such a way
as to present the men in these relationships as little more
than predators and pimps.14 Bishop and Robinson (1998:165)
paint an equally bleak picture of sex tourists as figures of ab-
ject alienation.

In Southeast Asia, particularly in Thailand and the Phil-
ippines, most authors trace a continuity from American mili-
tary men’s rest and relaxation (R & R) practices to the enter-
tainment zones and sex tourism boom that expanded rapidly
from the 1980s onward (e.g., Truong 1990). Likewise, research-
ers who have studied farang-Isan transnational marriage trace
its modern beginnings to liaisons between Isan women and
American military personnel stationed at bases in Thailand
(Boonmathya 2005; Sirijit and Angeles 2013; although Lapanun
2013 takes a somewhat broader view, citing earlier liaisons be-
tween Thai women and Chinese, Western, and other foreign
men). While there are some direct links, there are also impor-
tant differences between the conditions of commercial sex ori-
ented toward soldiers and tourists and the longer-term relation-
ships that emerged out of those conditions. One of these is that
the American GIs were almost all young men, serving in a
regimented organization, whose R & R was bounded by the
rules of that organization. Later tourists, by contrast, tend to
be older, operating within an open-ended, transnational econ-
omy of commodified relationships. While the American GI on
R & R may have laid conditions for the emergence of the farang
sex tourist, the two are distinct assemblages of masculinity.

With regard to transnational marriage and the farang son-
in-law, our findings suggest differences between the earlier and
later patterns as well. In our 2008–2009 fieldwork in Isan, 4 of
the 99 couples we learned about had met prior to the 1980s.
These four farang husbands were either ex-GIs or “ex-hippies.”
These were cases of young couples of similar age (one in which
the woman was 7 years older), marrying in their twenties,
living together in the United States, where they raised children
together, and much later returning to Thailand (cf. Lafferty and
Maher 2014:334). The rest of the 99 farang husbands living in
Isan had first come to Thailand after the 1980s, with numbers
accelerating into the 1990s and 2000s. The median age differ-
ence between farang husbands and Isan wives was 20 years and

ranged from one case in which the Isan wife was 14 years older
than the husband (one of only three cases in which the wife
was older) to a farang husband 40 years older than his wife.
Eighty percent of husbands were 10 or more years older than
their Isan partners. The husbands ranged in age from 28
to 80 years old, with a median age of 60. Their wives ranged
in age from 20 to 70 years old, with a median age of 39.5, and
more than 80% were 30 or older.15

While there is a great deal of diversity and many atypical re-
lationships, the demographic profile culled from our inter-
views reflects the predominant pattern of a farang man of ad-
vanced or advancing age married to a middle-aged Isan woman.
Close to three-quarters of the men had been married and di-
vorced before coming to Thailand and had adult children from
those marriages. Only about a third had children with their Isan
partners. But the large majority of their Isan wives, about 80%,
had children from previous relationships whom their farang
husbands supported financially and, in many cases, informally
adopted.

The husbands are mainly from Europe (more than 80%),
more specifically, from Northern and Western European coun-
tries with strong social welfare systems. The rest came from the
United States, Australia, and Canada. Disparity in wealth and
differential cost of living between these countries and Thailand
facilitate farang men’s position in relationship to Isan women
and their families, as do systems of wage earning, capital accu-
mulation through savings, and retirement pension systems. For
about half, their main sources of income were retirement funds,
retirement pensions, disability pensions, or other savings.

The other half derived income from a variety of business and
work. Those who were still working (a quarter of those we in-
terviewed) were younger, middle-aged men who only visited
or lived part of the year in Isan, returning to their countries of
origin to work. Those interviewees earning their money from
business had usually invested considerable savings to establish
farang-oriented bars and cafés, general provision shops, or ag-
ricultural ventures. Many of these men, while still active in run-
ning their businesses, were retired from earlier careers and drew
on pensions or other retirement savings.

The financial capital that these farang men command has
made them desirable husbands for Isan women. As the several
detailed studies of mia farang in Isan explain, and our own re-
search corroborates, many Isan women, particularly those in
their thirties and older, actively seek farang husbands (Boon-
mathya 2005; Lapanun 2012; Sirijit and Angeles 2013). More-
over, many parents and other family members actively en-
courage them in these endeavors. In the 1960s, liaisons between
American servicemen and Isan women were more often than
not met with parental disapproval. Such attitudes still exist, and
some mia farang told us of how their relationships with farang
men had alienated them from their families, though more com-
monly from their children rather thanparents. Positive rather than

14. See Nick Mai’s (2013) argument on the problems, both analyti-
cally and in policy making, associated with moral panics and selective
focus on particular cases of victimization among sex workers.

15. For a detailed statistical breakdown and analysis of the trends de-
scribed here, see CA1 supplement A.
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negative attitudes toward farang husbands were more com-
mon among the mothers-in-law, fathers-in-law, and other af-
final relatives we interviewed.

A farang husband (pua farang) is at the same time a kiew
farang—a farang son-in-law. We highlight the latter in the title
and argument of this article because integration as sons-in-law
into traditionally matrilineal, matrilocal Isan families is another
important condition enabling this emergent masculine identity.
It is not necessarily a masculine identity that farang men iden-
tify with, but it is a socially recognized masculinity within Isan
that facilitates farang men’s integration into Isan society. Ear-
lier ethnographic studies of Isan and of Thailand documented
traditional agrarian matrilineal, matrilocal patterns in which
daughters stayed at home and sons left their natal families to
marry. They lived with and provided wealth and labor to their
wives’ families (Keyes 1984). These patterns transformed in the
late twentieth century into a migrant ethic focused on daughter
duty (Angeles and Sirijit 2009; Jongwilaiwan and Thompson
2013; Mills 1999).

Rather than stay on the land, daughters ventured out to
Bangkok and elsewhere in order to materially provide for
parents back in the village (Mills 2005; Muecke 1984, 1992).
Daughters provide for their parents through their own work
and by marrying husbands of means. And farang men are
widely assumed to be relatively wealthy. These multiple, com-
plex conditions—from global political economies and ethno-
racial ideologies to matrilineal sensibilities—make the farang
husband and son-in-law socially desirable and positively valued
by many Isan women and their families, in sharp contrast to
the negative image of sex tourists.

The farang husband–cum–son-in-law and the sex tourist
are distinct and very differently valued figures of masculinity,
both of which have largely emerged, at least in their current
configuration, only in the past several decades. But in many
cases, the same men inhabit these masculine identities at dif-
ferent times in their lives. How do farang men understand their
place in Isan? How is the farang husband–cum–son-in-law re-
lated to, yet distinct from, the sex tourist? We focus in the next
two sections on the transient subjectivities of men who move
through these juxtaposed, alternative masculinities.

Farang Men in Isan: Unsettled and
Settled Subjectivities

Farang men have brought new sensibilities of privacy into the
space of Isan villages (cf. Boonmathya 2005:19). These sensi-
bilities are most obvious in the architecture and location of
the ban farang they build along with their wives. Typical Isan
villages are built as densely packed clusters of houses, sur-
rounded by extensive paddy fields. Ban farang are commonly
located on paddy-field land stretching along roadways leading
out of towns and villages. Like their houses, farang men are
distributed widely and, for the most part, sparsely across Isan.
Our interactions with these widely dispersed farang husbands,

their wives, and others occurred mainly during visits to their
homes and at gathering spots such as market-town cafés.

A fuller account of the lives of farang men in Isan remains
to be written (cf. Lafferty and Maher 2014). Here, we focus
more narrowly on these men’s subjective relationship to the
figure of the sex tourist and their own position and practices as
farang husbands and sons-in-law. In contrast to the unsettled,
liminal position of sex tourists, farang husbands in Isan are
seeking a settled and sustained place for themselves. The ac-
counts we heard speak to an interrelated series of issues with
regard to their social position and subjectivities: differentiation
from sex tourism; being a good man or, at least, avoiding neg-
ative labels; negotiating their senses of self, money, provision-
ing, and relationship to their wives and others; and finally, for
most, contemplating their retired, twilight years.

Sixty-six-year-old Andrew, who runs a farang café and has
lived in a provincial Isan town since 1989, was one of many
who distanced themselves from sex tourists through expressions
of hostility and disdain:16

I hate farang men who come to Thailand only for sex and
their own pleasure. Once I was on a plane to Bangkok full
of European men. They only talked about visiting Pattaya
for sex. They said something like, “Yes, we are going to fuck
all the Thai ladies in Pattaya.” They asked for my advice too.
I told them to avoid Pattaya. Go somewhere nicer. However,
as soon as we landed in Bangkok, they all went straight to
Pattaya.

Yet, more important for most men, rather than differentiat-
ing themselves from farang sex tourists, is to differentiate their
Isan partners from Thai bar girls. As one Norwegian man of
60 who met his 39-year-old wife through a friend flatly stated,
“My village wife is no bar girl. She is a good woman.”

In many accounts, the origin of the relationship was unre-
lated or only peripherally related to the places and practices of
sex tourism. Others admitted directly or indirectly to the nexus
between sex tourism and their current place and relationship
in Isan but nevertheless drew lines between the two. George, 52,
and another small-business owner in Isan, recounted his first
encounter with his Isan wife in Phuket: “I knew that I loved
her right away. Even though she slept with other farang men,
I did not call her a prostitute, because I understood why she
had to do it. We married and decided to move back here.”

On occasion, in market-town cafés and bars, we observed
performances of masculinity that echo the practices and pos-
turing of men in sex tourism’s contact zones, such as sexual
joking or recounting tales of “whoring around.” But in our ex-
perience before, during, and since the 2008–2009 fieldwork,
these seem mostly limited to such prescribed spaces as farang
cafés and peripheral to the lives that most farang men lead in

16. O’Connell Davidson (1995) and Garrick (2005) both note that
men classified by researchers as sex tourists differentiate themselves
from the category of sex tourist or from less acceptable types of sex
tourists, such as those engaging same-sex or child sex workers.

Thompson, Kitiarsa, and Smutkupt From Sex Tourist to Son-in-Law 59



Isan. And even in farang cafés, ribald references to the enter-
tainment zones of Bangkok or Pattaya are often as not treated
with ambivalence rather than encouragement by audiences made
up of other farang men. We cannot generalize this observation
to all of the tens of thousands of men living in Isan but rather
point out that the interactions we observed and stories we
heard differ markedly from those who focus on sexual enter-
tainment venues or internet forums (e.g., Bishop and Robinson
2002; O’Connell Davidson 1995).

Farang men in Isan face a new set of conditions and chal-
lenges in making a place for themselves in rural, Isan society,
some of which resonate with farang men’s experiences in sex
tourism but most of which are very different. All involve ne-
gotiating sometimes fraught, subjective senses of self and the
men’s relationship to others around them, including but not
only with their Isan wives. A general condition, echoed through
many interviews, is the men’s desires and attempts to position
themselves as good men. Those who fail are subject to being
labeled “farang khii nok” (literally, bird-shit farang).17 Forty-
year-old Philip, who lived in Isan on a disability pension, had
a rocky relationship with his 42-year-old Isan wife, and drank
heavily, related, “It is too difficult for me to trust anyone . . .
here now. I am only a farang khii nok. I have been labeled as
a farang khii nok around here. You know, a farang man does
not have any status except to become a money pump, to keep
pumping huge amounts of money into Thailand.”

Negotiating the relationship between their money and their
selves, in their own eyes and in the eyes of others, was among
the most frequent themes throughout our interviews with
farang men in Isan (cf. Thai 2014). The notion that they are
reduced to being a “walking ATM” is among the men’s most
frequent complaints (cf. Lafferty and Maher 2014:340–341;
Stanley 2012:10). Barney, an American in his sixties who sold
all he owned back home after meeting his thirtysomething
Isan wife and moving permanently to Thailand, jokingly re-
called,

My wife was real mad at me one time at home. I made
my own paper headband. I wrote in English “BANK OF
AMERICA ATM.” I wore it on my forehead around the
house. That was after my wife demanded more money from
me. After seeing it, she was real mad and told me to take
it off and to get rid of the damn thing. . . . She, of course,
won. I took it off and got rid of it real fast.

At the same time, men’s ability to provide financially for their
Isan wives as well as extended families is a key source of self-
worth for farang husbands. Many are keen to point out that
the financial resources they provide did not materialize out of
nowhere; they were irked to find, however, that their wives
and in-laws often seemed to act as if they did. Fredrik, a

Scandinavian man in his sixties living on a state pension, ex-
pressed his exasperation with an Isan neighbor who insisted
he find a farang husband for her:

Thai people all think that farang people have big money.
They see many farang men who visit Thailand and stay for
a 1-month vacation. They spend and spend money for ev-
erything: food, drinks, traveling, and women. They do not
know that any farang man who can afford a 1-month va-
cation in Thailand may have to work and work very, very
hard for 1, 2, or 3 years. . . . I try to explain to Thai people
that farang men do not live this vacation time in Thailand
in their [own] country. . . . Thai people do not believe me.

While the presence of farang men in Isan reproduces a
long-standing pattern of in-marrying sons-in-law, many men
themselves are, at best, only vaguely aware of this tradition.
For some, their relationship with their partner’s parents and
other relatives is tense and filled with mutual disapproval; rel-
atives regard the farang men as stingy, and the men regard
their wives’ parents, other relatives, and even their wives as
greedy. Other men assume the role of provider positively, al-
though they tend to understand their position more as a first-
world patron to third-world poor rather than as a filial son-
in-law.18 While the men identify with roles of husband and
patron more than son-in-law, the Isan assemblage of mas-
culinity around kiew farang (son-in-law) as much as pua farang
(husband) facilitates their integration into Isan society and kin
networks.

While money is important in almost all cases, these rela-
tionships are mediated by more than money. This is especially
true with regard to the men’s wives’ children from previous re-
lationships. Farang men frequently, though usually informally,
adopt their wives’ children, especially when the children are
school-age or younger. As one 40-year-old Isan wife of a 57-year-
old British man named Timothy recounted,

My daughter is a Down’s syndrome child. My British hus-
band is very good to her. He and I drive her to school in the
morning and get her from school back to our house in the
afternoon. My Thai husband left me because of her Down’s
syndrome. However, my British husband knew about my
daughter before he married me. He has a special feeling for
her and is very gentle with her. He behaves so different from
her biological father. I am very grateful for the situation.

Giving rides and other forms of day-to-day social and even
emotional support is recounted by many farang men regard-

17. Farang khii-nok is a term used in reference to farangmen who fail
to perform the role of wealthy benefactor, are overly crass, dress poorly,
and/or too frequently consume alcohol or drugs.

18. Similarly, scholars writing about farang men in Thailand, as sex
tourists but also as husbands, represent (and disparage) their position as
“first-world patron” or “white knight” (e.g., Garrick 2005; Lafferty and
Maher 2014) while not acknowledging their position as matrilineal son-
in-law.
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ing their relationships with in-laws and others in Isan. While
some experience negative alienation as “farang khii-nok,” many
others speak of their positive, warm relationships with rela-
tives and villagers, particularly the sorts of friendly, everyday
greetings they exchange with Isan residents of villages and
market towns. Even closer relationships exist as well. Timothy,
for example, regularly goes fishing with a group of Isan men
from his village neighborhood. These relationships are every-
where marked by farang men’s racialized identities as farang
and the expectations—financial and otherwise—that flow from
that identity, but this does not necessarily make their relation-
ship with in-laws and others negative or even distant.

Lafferty and Maher (2014) argue that farang men in Isan
lead isolated “expat” lives. While their analysis based on field-
work and interviews by Lafferty is not incorrect and parallels
many of the arguments we have made here, it is incomplete
in two important respects. First, it does not acknowledge the
rearticulation of matrilocality, in which men are expected to
leave their “own place” and enter into their wives’. And second,
the farang men in Isan overwhelmingly report past experi-
ences of personal isolation “back home,” due to failed mar-
riages, children leaving home, working-class subalternity, and
a general feeling that social change, especially though not only
with respect to gender relations, has produced societies in
which they no longer have a place (cf. Bourdieu 2007; Cole
2014:S88).

Writing on matrilocal Northern Thailand, Katherine Bowie
(2008) describes the social networks and political roles of both
in-marrying sons-in-law and their wives. Bowie identifies the
men’s peripheral isolation vis-à-vis their affinal family as a
motivating factor in taking up public roles in local politics.
In-marrying farang men in Isan are comparable to Northern
Thai men in developing extrafamilial social networks. Some
are with Isan men, such as Timothy and his fishing partners.
More often, they are with other farang men. Unlike Northern
Thai or Isan men who marry into their wives’ families and vil-
lages, farang men are not able to participate directly in local
political life, although in at least one case we came across, a
farang husband was actively involved in supporting his wife’s
political career at the local and subdistrict (tambon) level. Many
of the men interviewed had extensive opinions on both na-
tional Thai politics and local Isan village politics, but none saw
themselves as having any direct involvement in local politics;
in this sense, Thailand and Isan remained a “foreign” place they
observed but did not participate in.

The same was not the case in terms of socioeconomic and,
to some extent, cultural fields. Farang husbands support the
local economy through patronage of house-construction con-
tractors, furniture and appliance stores, and car and motorcycle
dealerships, as well as by infusing cash into the local economy
that is spent in locales such as provisioning shops. About half
of those we interviewed in Isan actively participated in entre-
preneurial ventures. They are also visible supporters of local
organizations, particularly Buddhist village temples. Much

of this activity is mediated by their wives, who offer alms to
monks, attend ceremonies, engage in ritual activities, and pro-
vide large donations for renovating temple buildings on behalf
of themselves and their husbands, though in some cases, the
farang husbands directly participate in these activities as well
(cf. Angeles and Sirijit 2009).

Farang men subjectively relate to all of the fields above—
political, socioeconomic, cultural—in different ways but al-
ways with respect to their foreignness in Isan, either accepting
it or seeking to overcome it. Acceptance or even reinforce-
ment of the social distinction between farang men and the
local community is the more prevalent mode through which
the men express their place within Isan (cf. Lafferty and Maher
2014:338–340). A few become deeply integrated, through flu-
ency in Isan dialect and practicing a highly localized lifestyle,
such as one man we interviewed who had ordained as a Bud-
dhist monk. But most see themselves as set apart from, though
rarely antagonistic toward, Isan society.

As with men in the liminal, unsettled space of sex-tourist
contact zones, those in Isan experience ongoing, subjective
negotiation with the place and people around them. It re-
solves, however, not in ongoing liminality or transition out
of that unsettled space but rather in the search for and, in
many cases, in finding a sense of contentment with their
lives in Isan.19 As older men, overwhelmingly in their fifties,
sixties, or beyond, the most common sentiment expressed by
the men is that Isan is where they have finally settled after
long, unsettled, often lonely lives and that Isan is where they
now expect to remain, to die in their old age, and to be
cremated according to local Buddhist custom. Such a settled
sense of contentment felt by many farang men in Isan was
summed up best by Brian, a 79-year-old European married
to a 47-year-old Isan woman:

[In my own country,] I was pretty much alone for 35 years
besides having my daughter, who lived with my ex-wife. I
began to think about getting old alone. I did not realize
until then that I am alone and that I am nobody. . . . Of
course, I had some friends who I saw socially. The fact was
that I was alone and would be alone for the rest of my
life. . . . I lived alone and cooked meals for myself. That is
my past. It is over now. I am very, very happy with my
beautiful wife, dogs, garden, and home. This is my life here
and now. I am very lucky to have my present life and many
farang friends.

19. Here our interpretation varies significantly from that of Lafferty
and Maher (2014), who portray farang men in Isan as more similar to
liminal “sex tourists” due to their “expat,” foreign status in the society.We
would suggest that while farang men’s “foreignness” remains marked, it
does not preclude a degree of integration into Isan society. As noted from
the outset, farang, and particularly farang men as sex tourists and sons-
in-law, have become a recognized part of Thailand’s ethnoscape.
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Emergent Masculinities and
Transient Subjectivities

Along with Hoefinger (2013:3–6), we see a need to depatholo-
gize transnational relationships of Isan women and farang men.
For the most part, our encounters in the field suggest to us that
these are largely ordinary women and men, albeit in less-than-
ordinary situations. We have sought to frame the men’s ex-
periences through attention to the distinction and articulation
between emergent masculinities and transient subjectivities. Nu-
merous researchers use the term “emergent masculinities” to
signal the notion of changing masculinities over time (e.g.,
Gallo 2006; High 2010; Inhorn andWentzell 2011; Zhang 2008).
Given diverse, changing masculinities, a central question be-
comes, what is the source of these diverse masculinities, and
how and why are they changing? In order to theorize chang-
ing masculinities across times and in different contexts, we
need to specify what we mean by “masculinities.”We have sug-
gested that masculinities are best seen as socially constructed
cultural concepts and have referred to these as “assemblages” of
masculinity. Masculinities, as such, do not reside inside any par-
ticular man (cf. Nye 2005:1955). Masculinities are performa-
tive, intersubjective, and public in the sense that Geertz (1973)
argued that culture is public.

Gender and sexuality theory often conflates masculinity as
both sociocultural and a property of particular men; for exam-
ple, in Connell’s formulation, “Masculinity is institutionalized
[in structures of gender relations] as well as being an aspect of
individual character or personality” (Connell cited in Gerholm
2003:402). In order to explain the position of farang men in
Thailand, we argue that masculine identities and masculine
subjectivities should be distinguished in order to account for
two sorts of change—first, of emergence (as well as dissolution)
of particular assemblages of identity and, second, of transient
subjectivity existing in relationship to and, in some cases, mov-
ing through, across, or between such assemblages. The latter is
an important sort of change, but one of subjectivity rather than
assemblage. In simple terms, culturally shared constructs of mas-
culinity change, and how individuals subjectively relate to such
constructs change, but these are different sorts of change.

The tendency to refer to masculinity as a property of par-
ticular men, of “his” or “their” masculinity, is most often found
in the context of masculinity being questioned or lost (e.g.,
Gallo 2006:367; High 2010:764; Kannaneh 2005:263; Zhang
2008:495). Lipset (2004), for example, describes both damage
to the sociocultural complex of Murik masculinity through a
variety of historical forces (211–213) and the questioning, chal-
lenging, and compromising of particular men’s masculinity
(215–216). Yet it is one thing to undermine particular men’s
subjective and socially perceived relationship to ideals of mas-
culinity, to cast a particular man as a “bird-shit farang,” for in-
stance, and quite another to transform sociocultural assemblages
of masculinity. In fact, it is precisely through reference to pub-
licly available notions of masculinity that particular men are

“emasculated” and found lacking (e.g., Elliston 2004:618; Gallo
2006:362). Arguably, this only reinforces the powerful posi-
tion of the assemblage rather than undermine it.

In Inhorn and Wentzell’s (2011) account of masculinity and
reproductive technologies in the Middle East and Latin Amer-
ica, the authors propose “emergent masculinities” as a means to
move beyond the limits of Connell’s well-established concept
of “hegemonic masculinity” (cf. High 2010:766; McKay 2007:
618–619). In defining “emergent masculinities,” they state that

emergent masculinities—intentionally plural—embraces so-
cial history, globalizing geographies, masculine embodiment,
new masculine dynamics, and social movements in a way that
hegemonic masculinity cannot. Whereas hegemony emphasizes
the dominant and hierarchical, emergence highlights the novel
and transformative. When applied to manhood, emergence
encapsulates change over the male life course as men age,
change over generations as male youth grow to adulthood, and
changes in social history that involve men in transformative
social processes. (Inhorn and Wentzell 2011:803)

The problem with Inhorn and Wentzell’s formulation with
respect to understanding changing masculinities is that they
conflate change over the male life course with change over
generations and in social history. To put it simply, aging and
cultural change are not the same thing; they are not even sim-
ilar processes. Aging follows a predictable arch—from child-
hood though youth and middle age to old age. Experiences of
aging are culturally conditioned and far from exactly the same
for everyone. But aging is not an open-ended, complex system
in the way that sociocultural notions of masculinity are. The
disconnect in Inhorn and Wentzell’s analysis, which bears high-
lighting here, is that their main theoretical inspiration, Ray-
mondWilliams (1977:121–127), offers a theory of cultural change
and power (i.e., hegemony), while Inhorn and Wentzell’s anal-
ysis focuses on men’s “emergent” responses to new reproduc-
tive technologies, primarily with reference to individual men’s
changing relationship to masculinity over their life course (i.e.,
as they age).

As sociocultural assemblages, masculinities consist of so-
cially performed acts and intersubjectively shared ideas. These
ideas and practices crystallize in particular spatial and tem-
poral contexts into recognized “identities.” It is these assem-
bled identities that are meant when we refer to “masculinities,”
such as those of the sex tourist and the farang son-in-law.20

Our research among farang men has highlighted the interplay
between subjectivity and the sociocultural masculine assem-
blages of sex tourist and farang son-in-law. In particular, we

20. Our use of “crystallize” does not mean to imply that such identi-
ties are fixed; they remain open to contestation and change. At the same
time, naming and typing of masculinities—or femininities—is part of the
process by which they come to be systemically powerful within sociocul-
tural systems.
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have argued that the position of the sex tourist engenders lim-
inal, unsettled subjectivity that at least some men resolve by
transitioning into the more settled subjectivity in their lives
as husbands and Isan sons-in-law.

As with masculinity, the analytical construct of the “sub-
ject” and “subjectivity” are often theoretically underspecified.
Following Foucault (e.g., 2007), Butler (e.g., 1990), and others
(e.g., Silverman 1983), the analytical construct of the “sub-
ject” breaks from that of the modern, liberal “individual,” in
that subjects do not stand apart from the sociocultural order
but rather are produced by it through subjectification—the
workings of sociocultural, political-economic, and similar forces
on particular men and women in shaping their understand-
ings of, experiences in, and orientations toward the world. Tra-
ditional psychoanalytical theory, while speaking to the sig-
nificance of sex-gender systems, is frustratingly narrow in its
focus on early childhood and universalizing theorization (e.g.,
of the Oedipus complex; Rubin 2011:48–50). Men such as
Marco, Tommy, and many of the farang husbands we met
in Isan find their sexual selves reoriented much later in life,
through experiences of sexual indulgence that are at first plea-
surable but soon become disillusioning (cf. Barton 2002; Cohen
1993). This suggests to us that sexual subjectivity is not fixed
early in childhood but continues to change throughout one’s
lifetime and in relationship to particular and diverse experiences.

Conclusion

The masculine assemblages of sex tourist and of in-marrying
farang husband–cum–son-in-law in Isan emerged through
multiple forces and agencies. In this article, we have focused
on transient subjectivities as they articulate with the emer-
gent masculinities of “sex tourist” and “son-in-law.”Transient
subjectivities, we have argued, are important in theorizing
gender, sexuality, and specifically, in this case, heterosexual
masculinities. Men’s subjective relationship to notions of
masculinity changes in ways different from those in which
alternative and hegemonic masculinities emerge. The same
principles of subjective transience in relation to emergent as-
semblages would, of course, apply to femininities, transgen-
der, and other identities as well. Moreover, the distinction is
important if we are going to be able to assess kinds as well as
sources of change with regard to diverse, cross-cultural ideas
and practices of gender and sexuality.

Masculine subjectivities and desires are themselves one im-
portant locus of agency (Sökefeld 1999:424). Masculine sexual
subjectivities are not shaped only by the workings of hormones
and other brain and body chemistry but also by social relations,
cultural ideals, media, and especially existential experience over
a lifetime. Many scholars cast masculine subjectivities and de-
sires as almost singularly causal, particularly when it comes to
what they see as dysfunctional and exploitative sexual relations
and cultures (e.g., O’Connell Davidson 1995). Bishop and Rob-
inson (1998), for example, write that sex tourists “in general

possess a sexual subjectivity so alienated as to naturalize the
purchase of sex on a regular basis and an entire international
industry to support it” (165). In our view, masculine subjectivity
needs to be placed as one locus of agency among others, in-
cluding social relations, cultural ideals, and political economies,
in the production of masculinities and masculine identities. In
this particular case, the transient movement of men from en-
acting practices of sex tourism to settling down in matrilo-
cal, rural Isan villages demonstrates the articulation of these
two alternative masculinities but does not produce a substantial
change in either of the two assemblages; in other words, sex
tourists are not on the decline and farang sons-in-law on the
rise. If anything, the two are mutually reinforcing despite their
antagonisms, particularly of the latter toward the former.

Masculinities operate across multiple scales, temporalities,
and contexts. In attending to subjectivity, we cannot lose sight
of the operations of power and hierarchy with regard to al-
ternative and emergent masculinities. Hegemony, with regard
to intersubjective, cultural constructs, refers to their power to
compel a response and to interpolate particular persons within
society (e.g., Connell 1987). Both “sex tourist” and “son-in-law”
masculinities have powerful effects vis-à-vis farang men. The
men in our study by turns indulge in and distance themselves
(and their Isan partners) from the sexual license afforded the
male sex tourist. Likewise, by reproducing the role of matri-
lineal Isan son-in-law, albeit in an altered and transnational
form, farang men are subject to intense demands of extended
kinship obligation while also gaining respect as good provid-
ers and the care and attention of their Isan wives and other
kin (cf. Angeles and Sirijit 2009). Both of these notions of farang
masculinity—sex tourist and son-in-law—have gained a degree
of hegemony, in the sense that they are ideals that farang men
in Thailand are compelled to live up to (or, in the case of the
sex tourist, live down). At the same time, such hegemonic sta-
tus of these forms of masculinity is obviously contextually spe-
cific, related, among other things, to socioeconomic conditions
and ethno-racial ideologies in contemporary Thailand (cf. Jack-
son and Cook 1999; Sirijit 2013; Sirijit and Angeles 2013; Wil-
son 2004).

Emergent masculinities—as socially, culturally, politically,
and economically constructed complexes of ideas and prac-
tices—and transient subjectivities of the men who by turns
embody and contest such masculinities have distinct impli-
cations for theorizing changing gendered ideologies and prac-
tices. Masculinities emerge and crystallize (as well as dissolve)
through processes of open-ended, complex systems of social
relationships, economics, power, and cultural imaginaries. Men’s
subjective experiences of masculinities also change over time,
but such change should not be conflated with sociocultural and
political-economic emergent change. Rather, as we have argued,
men’s changing relationship to multiple masculinities is “tran-
sient” rather than “emergent” and follows a pattern not of open-
ended complex adaptive systems but rather of life-course tra-
jectories grounded in the men’s existential experiences, their
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emotional histories, and their own diverse and ever-changing
male bodies.

Acknowledgments

We are deeply indebted to anonymous reviewers and col-
leagues—too numerous to list—who provided invaluable
feedback on this article. Research was funded by the Wenner-
Gren Foundation’s International Collaborative Research Grant,
National University of Singapore Academic Research Fund
Grant R-111-000-076-112, and the “Thai-Farang Intermar-
riage in Northeast Thailand” project of the Center for Re-
search on Plurality in the Mekong Region (CERP) at Khon
Kean University. This article is dedicated to the memory of
our friend and colleague Pattana Kitiarsa.

Comments
Marcia C. Inhorn
Department of Anthropology, Yale University, 10 Sachem Street,
Room 202, PO Box 208277, New Haven, Connecticut 06511, USA
(marcia.inhorn@yale.edu), and Council on Middle East Studies, The
MacMillan Center, Yale University, 34 Hillhouse Avenue, PO Box
208206, New Haven, Connecticut 06520, USA. 14 IX 16

Thirty years have passed since Raewyn Connell and col-
leagues introduced the concept of hegemonic masculinity in
a Theory and Society essay entitled “Toward a New Sociology
of Masculinity” (Carrigan, Connell, and Lee 1985). Since then,
the term “hegemonic masculinity” has been used repeatedly in
gender scholarship to index the culturally valorized forms of
manhood that legitimize patriarchy and the dominance of some
men over others.

As a feminist anthropologist of the Middle East, I, too,
have used the term “hegemonic masculinity” in my schol-
arship—that is, until I began studying Middle Eastern men’s
lives directly. I soon realized that Middle Eastern men were
poorly understood as men, because most of the gender schol-
arship in the region had focused almost exclusively on women.
Furthermore, stereotypical portrayals of Middle Eastern men
were common in both scholarly and popular discourse. When
my ethnographic evidence failed to conform to the “toxic trait
list” of Middle Eastern hegemonic masculinity—namely, men
who were purportedly patriarchal, misogynistic, religiously zeal-
ous, and violent—I was compelled to rethink the concept of
hegemonic masculinity, searching for a new and more ethno-
graphically sensitive term.

In 2011, I introduced the term “emergent masculinities” in
an article in American Ethnologist, which was written with
my former student Emily A. Wentzell (Inhorn and Wentzell
2011). In that essay, we argued that the hegemonic mascu-
linity concept had led to sterile reifications of men’s lives in our

field sites (the Middle East and Mexico). Thus, we offered the
term “emergent masculinities” in an attempt to capture the dy-
namism and transformations of manhood that were abundantly
apparent in our research settings.

Wentzell went on to publish a book,Maturing Masculinities:
Aging, Chronic Illness, and Viagra in Mexico (Duke University
Press, 2013), which focused on Mexican men’s aging and their
experiences with erectile dysfunction. In it, she coins the term
“composite masculinities,” which she defines as “contingent
and fluid constellations of elements that men weave together
into masculine selfhoods” (Wentzell 2013:26). Composite mas-
culinities are thus about changing performances of mascu-
linity over the male life course. In the case of older Mexican
men, these changes entail new notions of respectable mar-
riage, family life, and practices of self-care, which may or may
not involve “medicating” sexuality with Viagra.

I, too, published a book, The New Arab Man: Emergent
Masculinities, Technologies, and Islam in the Middle East
(Princeton University Press, 2012, which has gone on to win
several awards). In it, I develop further my concept of emer-
gent masculinities. Drawing on Marxist scholar Raymond
Williams’s (1977) definition of “emergence” as “new meanings
and values, new practices, new relationships and kinds of re-
lationship [that] are continually being created” (123), I define
emergent masculinities as encompassing three aspects of mas-
culine change: change over the male life course as men age;
change over the generations as male youth grow to adulthood;
and changes in social history that involve men in transforma-
tive processes. As I also note, emergent masculinities entail
new forms of masculine practice that accompany these social
transformations.

In the Middle East, emergent masculinities are abundantly
apparent. For example, individual men in the Middle East are
clamoring to in vitro fertilization clinics, where they have learned
to accept their male infertility diagnoses and adopt new re-
productive technologies. On a generational level, companionate
marriage is a new normative aspiration in the Middle East,
with men now desiring romantic commitments and loving re-
lationships with wives who they consider to be friends. Emer-
gent masculinities also entail massive social change, such as the
Arab protest movements, in which men’s activism has unseated
brutal male dictators, while at the same time leading to irre-
versible changes in men’s lives as political subjects. In short, I
view emergent masculinities on all of these levels—as mascu-
line change that is, at once, individual, generational, and socio-
political and historical in nature.

The authors of this article on foreign men in Thailand adopt
my concept of emergent masculinities while, at the same time,
arguing that I, like Connell, have conflated men’s individual,
embodied subjectivities with sociocultural and political change.
Men’s aging, they argue, is not “emergent” in the same way
that “sex tourists” or foreign “son-in-laws” are becoming newly
recognized and “public” masculine identities. In their view,
changes over the individual male life course are “transient”
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and “subjective.” Thus, they offer the term “transient subjec-
tivities” to separate masculine embodiment and experience from
changing manhood on a more visible, societal level.

Whether “transient subjectivities” is a better way of describ-
ing male life-course change and whether a new term is needed at
all remain open questions, ones that readers of this article may
choose to debate. In my own view, “emergent masculine sub-
jectivities” might serve as a compromise, given that masculine
life-course change is not necessarily “transient” and evanescent.

Ultimately, the point is that anthropologists need to offer
new tropes, thereby adding to the conceptual lexicon through
which men’s changing lives can be described, analyzed, and
debated. In this regard, Thompson, Kitiarsa, and Smutkupt’s
article is quite provocative, offering a rich ethnographic and
conceptual account of the way aging Western farang men now
occupy a liminal space in Thailand as no-longer-sex-tourists,
but not-quite-son-in-laws. Clearly, these men’s masculine sub-
jectivities, whether transient or not, do not fit neatly into
emergent masculine forms. The article refuses to flatten farang
men’s experiences into hegemonic masculine types or to vilify
them as sexual predators and oppressors of Thai women. Cer-
tainly, this kind of nuanced gender scholarship is very im-
portant if we are to understand men’s changing lives and
their emergent masculinities in the twenty-first century.

Patcharin Lapanun
Center for Research on Plurality in the Mekong Region (CERP),
Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences, Khon Kaen University,
123 Mittraphab Highway, Amphoe Muang, Khon Kaen 40000,
Thailand (Lapanun@gmail.com). 14 IX 15

The article provides a way to conceptualize and theorize mas-
culinity in transnational contexts, especially transnational mar-
riage and desire and transnational tourism. Through explo-
ration of two figures of masculinity, farang son-in law and sex
tourist ( farang men involved in transnational sex tourism), the
authors argue for the distinction between and articulation of
transient masculine subjectivities experienced by individual
men and emergent masculine identities that are intersub-
jective, “public,” and sociocultural assemblages. According to
the authors, conflating the two may lead to “misleading per-
ceptions of, and possibly misleading prescriptions for, chang-
ing gendered beliefs, ideas, and practices.”

The arguments draw on extensive ethnographic data col-
lected during 2007–2009 at various research locations in Thai-
land, including a transnational tourist destination in Bangkok
and several villages in Isan provinces where farang men have
resettled with their wives, many of whom the men first men
at transnational tourist sites. By employing the approach of a
“multisited ethnography” (Marcus 1995), the authors followed
the dynamic relationships among these men and Isan women
as well as the ideas, feelings, and experiences of these farang

men in spatial and temporal contexts where their masculine
identities are (re)produced and where their subjectivities are
embedded. The fieldwork also included affinal relatives of
farang men and other villagers.

The narratives about the associations between farang men
and women working at a tourist sex-entertainment site, as pro-
vided by the authors, reflect the multiple, complex, and shift-
ing relationships. Such relationships involve not solely economic
transactions and sex but deep attachment and intimate rela-
tions. The stories also highlight the unsettled subjectivities and
liminality experienced by these men in such a “transnational
contact zone.” At the same time, the ethnographic accounts of
current transnational marriages in Isan and the farang sons-
in law present varied categories of these men—associated with
their age, nationality, and economic capital—and a great deal
of diverse and transformative masculine identities and subjectiv-
ities. A socially recognized masculinity, that of the good pro-
vider, is particularly emphasized. Those who fail in carrying
out such an expectation are subject to being called a “farang
khii nok” (bird-shit farang). This labeling speaks to conditions
and challenges that these men have to encounter and contest
in making a place for themselves in Isan society. On another
score, it acknowledges the rearticulation of matrilocality in the
face of local and global articulations.

The article addresses how money is important to relation-
ships between farang men and their wives—though this kind
of transnational relationship is not mediated by money alone.
The term “walking ATM” is used by the men to demonstrate
how they see themselves in the context of their conjugal and
extended families in rural Isan villages. An economic aspect of
this kind of transnational relation is noted in academic and
popular documents and media; it is worthwhile to further dis-
cuss what the practices and ideas of being a “walking ATM”
mean for these men. What are the factors/conditions on which
such a moral commitment developed? Was it founded in love
or concern for and the desire to help their partner? Was it based
on a wish to create good relationships and a good retirement life
with their partner in her natal village? Furthermore, an under-
standing of emergent masculinity and subjectivity of the farang
son-in-law and sex tourist can be well expected from deeper
elaboration of gender relations and expectations of women
(and men) in Thai society. Earlier studies of Thai society
(Keyes 1984; Kirsch 1985; Mills 1999; Muecke 1992; and some
of the literature cited by the authors) documented how cultural
ascriptions of gender create different expectations with regard
to family obligations and social roles for Thai women and men.
Specifically, the highly valued cultural idea of a “dutiful daugh-
ter” who supports her parents and natal family is a powerful
factor shaping gender relations and expectations toward Thai
women (Mills 1999; Rabibhadana 1984). Undoubtedly, this
gender culture influences masculinity and subjectivity of in-
marrying farang men in matrilocal societies. Such explanations
reveal another layer of the complex contexts in which mascu-
line identities and subjectivities are emerged and embedded.
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It is noted that among various factors, existential expe-
riences over a lifetime are a condition shaping masculine sub-
jectivity and desires. Thus, it is important to extend the anal-
ysis beyond the ideas and experiences of the farang men while
they are involved in transnational marriage relation(s) and in
the sex industry so as to include the experiences of these men
in their home countries, especially regarding gender relations
and previous relationship(s) with Western women. Masculinity
(and femininity) can be better captured in the context in which
gender relations are taken into account. In this case, most of
the farang men included in the study had previous relation-
ships with Western women, thus it is essential to see how such
relationships shape their masculinities and subjectivities. Also,
we can look further to how feminist ideas and practices, espe-
cially in Western societies, on the one hand, and the position
of “real white men” drawing on masculine ideals from their
home countries (Maher and Lafferty 2014), on the other, com-
bine and influence farang men’s desire, justification, and en-
gagement in transnational sex tourism and marriage and how
these shape and reshape their masculine identities and sub-
jectivity.

The article contributes to the existing literature, particu-
larly on gender studies, in two major ways. First, it speaks to
the shift in scholarship on gender studies, which tends to focus
on women’s experiences, ideas, and practices, to men’s expe-
riences and points of view. Second, it provides a way to con-
ceptualize masculinity and highlights the complex processes of
the ongoing changes to gendered ideologies and practices. In
doing this, the authors argue that we should carefully pay at-
tention to the distinctions between masculine identities and
transient subjectivities. Extended elaborations on these multi-
layer and complex contexts would make the theoretical ap-
proach for conceptualizing emergent masculinity and tran-
sient subjectivity, especially in transnational contexts, even
more convincing.

Johan Lindquist
Department of Social Anthropology, Stockholm University, SE-106
91 Stockholm, Sweden ( johan.lindquist@socant.su.se). 8 IX 15

The View from the North

In 2010, Swedes made nearly half a million trips to Thailand,
a remarkable figure for a country with a population of less
than 10 million people. As the flow of tourists increased
steadily beginning in the 1990s, effects were soon obvious in
Sweden. By 2002, Thailand had become the number one
country of origin for female marriage migrants (Haandrikman
2014). In connection with the rise of marriage migration, Thai
seasonal laborers increasingly became part of the rural berry-
picking industry, as highly publicized cases of exploitation
clashed with national labor laws (Hedberg 2013). Television
serials such as 30 Degrees in February, based on Swedish ex-

patriate life in Thailand, have made their way into Swedish
popular culture, while Thai fast food restaurants have in-
creasingly replaced hot dog stalls across the country. The 2004
tsunami was a national tragedy as more than 543 Swedes died,
nearly all of them in Khao Lak.

I take the relationship between Sweden and Thailand as an
entry point for suggesting some of the broader repercussions
of Thompson, Kitiarsa, and Smutkupt’s stimulating article.
The authors’ juxtaposition of the “sex tourist” and the “son-in-
law”—two public “assemblages of masculinity”—in relation to
the “transient subjectivities” of the farang men living in the
Northeast effectively problematizes the ethical binaries that
structure contemporary scholarly discussions concerning sex
tourism, while illuminating how a strict focus on the sex in-
dustry closes off important routes of inquiry. As such, the ar-
ticle suggests that a critical engagement with emergent forms
of masculinity—and femininity, I might add—across a com-
plex transnational space demands not only ethnographic speci-
ficity but also a broadened research imaginary.

From this perspective, the article can be most clearly read
together with Mary Beth Mills’s (1999) Thai Women in the
Global Labor Force, which engages with a comparable but more
familiar set of gender assemblages (in line with the authors’
own terminology), the Thai female “factory worker” (to this we
could add the “sex worker” or a cognate term) and the “good
daughter,” across the same geographical landscape between
Bangkok and the rural Northeast. Taken together, their work
points to the importance of considering the production of dif-
ferent ethical boundaries and spaces that rely on a distinction
between what Bloch and Parry (1989) have called short-term
and long-term transactional orders, in which the former is
morally undetermined and the latter is concerned with the re-
production of the long-term moral order. What Thompson
and his colleagues show is how within various migratory pro-
cesses, the short term and the long term are not strictly con-
tained within separate spaces—for instance, Pattaya or a North-
east village—but are in a constant gendered interplay across
space and time.

The Swedish case raises similar kinds of questions within
a different frame. On the one hand, relationships between
Thai women and Swedish men are publicly, primarily via
mass media but also by way of increasing numbers of Swedes’
encounters with Thai tourist areas, understood in relation to
familiar forms of masculine or feminine assemblages, the for-
mer arguably in somewhat more complex terms. The Swedish
man with a Thai wife is generally viewed as Caucasian, rural,
working class, unattractive, and aging, thus outside the do-
mestic marriage market, both because of the depopulation
of rural Sweden and individual characteristics—clearly rem-
iniscent of the “sex tourist” imagery that Thompson and
his colleagues critique. The Thai woman is contrasted to the
“modern,” “independent” Swedish woman as “subservient,”
“passive,” and a “dedicated” wife and mother but also, in line
with dominant views on prostitution, “exploited” (Webster and
Haandrikman 2014). Both of these gender assemblages are
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emergent and relatively recent in practical terms in Sweden
but are, of course, rooted in globalized stereotypical identities.

In fact, however, we have very limited knowledge of the
subjectivities, transient or otherwise, of either Thai women in
Sweden or of their Swedish partners, and as Thompson and
his colleagues suggest, we should remain skeptical of conflating
public identities with individual subjectivities and life trajec-
tories. Webster and Haandrikman (2014) offer a rare and pre-
liminary view of Thai women in Sweden, many of whom end
up in rural areas and become successful entrepreneurs while re-
taining connections with Thailand. Furthermore, by 2008, Thai
women had become the most common binational marriage
partner for second-generation Swedish men, thus disturbing
racial stereotypes (Haandrikman 2014). My initial description
of the wide range of relationships and economies that have
developed in Sweden in the wake of tourism to Thailand sup-
ports this more complex and diverse perspective.

One of the great strengths of Thompson, Kitiarsa, and
Smutkupt’s article is that placing the figure of the sex tourist
and the son-in-law in the same frame and indeed on the same
individual helps to unravel many of the overly predictable em-
pirical forms and analytical concepts that structure not only our
understanding of particular gendered identities but also how
we might approach, in ethnographic terms at least, the wide-
ranging relationships and economies that follow from, but can-
not be reduced to, sex tourism.

Sirijit Sunanta
Research Institute for Languages and Cultures of Asia, Mahidol
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Approximately 80% of white Western ( farang) residents of
Thailand are male (Howard 2009), and farang men who spend
an extended period of time in Thailand without farang female
partners are often assumed to be long-stay sex tourists or sons-
in-law of rural Northeastern Thai (Isan) families. The post–
Cold War growth of Thai-farang transnational marriages in
Isan, the most economically and culturally marginalized re-
gion of Thailand, has developed out of Thailand’s sex tourism.
The stereotype of the farang son-in-law of Isan is that of a
former sex tourist who met his much younger Isan wife in a
bar in a tourist area. Farang men’s identities in Thailand as
sex tourists and Isan sons-in-law are, therefore, heavily loaded
with gender, age, race, class, and sexuality. This article by Eric
Thompson, Pattana Kittiarsa, and Suriya Smutkupt makes an
important contribution to the study of Thai-farang marriages
in Northeast Thailand by providing much-needed Western
men’s perspectives on a body of literature dominated by expe-
riences of Isan transnational wives—the mia farang. Prominent
anthropologists of Isan, the authors offer important insights into
the cultural processes that farang men go through as they

transform from sex tourists to sons-in-law of matrilocal Isan
households and communities.

Through extended fieldwork in Thailand’s urban red-light
districts and Isan village settings, the authors provide a rich
ethnography of farang men’s lifeworld, their relationships with
Isan women, and the Isan kin-based community. The article
focuses on the men’s negotiation of the imposed and newly
acquired identities of sex tourist and son-in-law. The authors’
ethnographic data are in line with contemporary scholarship
on prostitution and sex tourism that complicates the very terms
“sex work” and “sex tourist,” highlighting that commercialized
sex and emotional attachment are not mutually exclusive in
intimate liaisons between sex workers and their customers-
cum-boyfriends (e.g., Bernstein 2010; Cohen 1993). While the
transition of female sex workers/entertainers to wives had
been noted in earlier studies (e.g., Faier 2014; Mix and Piper
2003), the transformation of men from sex tourists to hus-
bands and sons-in-law had not received scholarly attention and
thorough investigation. The authors fill this important knowl-
edge gap by providing original and nuanced descriptions of
farang men whose relationships with Isan sex workers fall be-
tween those of patron/customer and boyfriend/husband.

The authors examine farang men’s self-making in the men’s
struggle to find their place in Thai society. According to the
men’s narratives, the negative stereotype of farang men as
lower-class sex tourists is a prominent image from which the
men seek to dissociate themselves. This is congruent with Husa
et al.’s (2014) study in which individual white Western male
retirement migrants interviewed asserted that they were dif-
ferent from most farang men in Thailand who live the sordid
life of foreign sex tourists. It would be particularly interesting
if the authors deepened their analysis of farang men’s subjec-
tivity by outlining the cultural processes in which the men craft
their gendered and sexualized subject as they settle more per-
manently in Thailand. The social scripts the men draw on, the
conditions under which they narrate their transnational life,
and the implications of their subject-making processes could
be explored further. For example, in both the authors’ and
Husa et al.’s studies, farang men try to place themselves in a
positive light by expressing their disgust for or disapproval of
Western sex tourists at the expense of further stigmatizing the
very stereotype that constrains them and other Western men
in Thailand. In a study of former Filipina hostesses in Japan
who are married to their Japanese male customers, Faier
(2007) argues that the profession of “love” for their Japanese
husbands is a form of agency in which the Filipina women
claim “a sense of humanity, countering the stigma associated
with their work in the bars, and articulating a sense of them-
selves as cosmopolitan, modern and moral women who possess
emotional interiority” (149). A study of similar processes for
farang customers-turned-husbands in Thailand could offer
an equally interesting analysis.

The authors suggest that farang men in Thailand move
from the “sex tourist” to the “son-in-law” identity to gain a
more settled position in Thai society. It is important to note
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that this process is not linear and unproblematic. The two
identities are overlapping and are distinguished not by the
men’s legal marital status but rather by the spaces they in-
habit and their length of stay in Thailand. Identifying farang
“sons-in-law” as reformed “sex tourists” who had left the bar
scene in tourist destinations to settle down in the village with
their wives, the authors might have glossed over the circular
mobilities that farang men and their Isan partners undertake.
In many cases, farang-Isan couples do not cut themselves off
from urban spaces, tourist destinations, and the entertainment
scenes. Outside the village, in urban settings and in tourist des-
tinations, the identity “son-in-law” is of limited use to alleviate
the men’s respectability. In mainstream Thai society, a general
perception is that only a farang khii-nok—low-quality farang—
has the taste for rural Isan women, whose rural class background
and physical appearance are lowly regarded in urban-centric
Thai society. Their longer stay and experience with transna-
tional life in Thailand allows “sons-in-law” to assert themselves
as wise old-timers who are savvier than naïve short-term sex
tourists in regard to relationships with Thai women and Thai
society.

Unlike articles by Maher and Lafferty (2014) and Stanley
(2012) on white Western masculinities in transnational set-
tings in Thailand and Shanghai, respectively, this article hardly
spells out what manliness entails for the farang men under
study. Although the authors emphasize the farang men’s de-
sire to be a good man, the qualities that make one a “good
man” are not clearly laid out. The authors have not yet ex-
plained the processes in which a particular set of meanings of
a “good/real man” is constituted, performed, and articulated.

All in all, the article offers invaluable original data and a
rich ethnography of the lifeworld of farang husbands in Thai-
land. The focus on subjectivity and masculinity is important
and timely, consistent with contemporary academic work on
gender, mobility, and transnationalism (Yeoh and Ramdas
2014). I just note that farang men’s way of narrating the self
and articulating masculinity could be analyzed further to re-
veal discursive practices at work in the process.

Reply

We are grateful to the commentators (as well as anonymous
reviewers) in taking time to carefully consider and provide in-
valuable feedback with regard to the article published here. In
our response, we mainly wish to highlight and expand on these
key interventions.

Inhorn precisely identifies the crux of the theoretical debate
we have raised by framing our analysis in reference to Inhorn
and Wentzell’s earlier contribution (2011; subsequently devel-
oped in Inhorn 2012; Wentzell 2013). In our reading of the
original article, and in Inhorn’s engagement with our work
here, we believe that our theoretical treatments of changing

masculinities are overwhelmingly in agreement. That said, the
very specific but not inconsequential point we seek to em-
phasize with this analysis is that change operates differently
across Inhorn’s three “aspects” or “levels” of masculinity. Our
theoretical frameworks and concepts need to account for that
difference.

Our thinking is informed by a Foucauldian framework of
subjectification, in which “subjects” are produced within
systems of knowledge (we might even suggest that this
framework has appealed to anthropologists because it cor-
responds to less fashionable but still influential notions of
how “culture” and “enculturation” work; but Foucauldian
subjectification simultaneously emphasizes power while evad-
ing out-of-date notions of timeless, hermetically sealed “cul-
tures”; cf. Abu Lughod 1991). In any given place and time, men
(and women) are subject to gendered discourses that reference
particular constructs of masculinity (and femininity, as well
as others that “queer” this binary). We have used the term
and idea of “assemblages” of masculinity (more broadly, gen-
der and sexuality) to identify these constructs. At the same
time, in our view, the subject is a site of agency and autonomy
within, though not independent from, systems of knowledge.
We would further suggest that this distinction, as well as re-
lationship, between “transient” subjectivities and sociocultural
assemblages of masculinity described in our article could be
used to investigate other sorts of identities (of gender or be-
yond) in order to theorize change.

Inhorn makes an important point, raised but never fully
resolved in earlier comments of anonymous peer reviewers,
regarding the relationship between our analytically distinct
“levels” of (transient) masculine subjectivities and (emer-
gent) sociocultural assemblages of masculine identities. We
agree that these are empirically related and feed back into
each other in ways that are mutually constitutive. Inhorn’s
example of many individual men “clamoring to in vitro
fertilization clinics” and accepting and adopting new fertility
treatments is a provisional example of how “transient” sub-
jective agency, enacted en masse, may play a crucial role in
giving rise to new “emergent” sociocultural assemblages
of masculinity (i.e., Inhorn’s “new Arab man”). Similarly,
farang men’s individual desires, subjective senses of self
(including their sense of marginalization in their countries of
origin), and their agency within the contemporary global-
ized, transnational political economy are principal factors in
the emergence of the figures of the sex tourist and the farang
husband–cum–son-in-law.

We are nevertheless arguing, based on the case of farang
men in Thailand, that evidence of change in one of Inhorn’s
levels is neither necessarily indicative of nor necessarily
causally linked to change at another level.21 In our case, we

21. We would also note that our own framework—for better or
worse—implicitly conflates the second and third of Inhorn’s aspects or
levels.
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see evidence that while individual men’s subjective rela-
tionships to “sex tourist” and “son-in-law” change over time,
this does not appear to be a primary or singular cause of the
“emergence” (or dissolution) of one or the other of these forms
of masculinity. It may be argued that the phenomenon of the
in-marrying farang son-in-law may owe its emergence in large
part to the development of sex tourism in the late twentieth
century. But the emergence of the former does not equate with
the dissolution of the latter. At present, these two figures of
farang masculinity appear to exist in a somewhat symbiotic re-
lationship in Thailand. Individual men “move through” these
forms of masculinity as their subjective relationship to embod-
ied performances of the forms changes over time. But at a social
and cultural level, the “son-in-law” is not replacing or displac-
ing the “sex tourist.”

Inhorn also usefully highlights the question of our termi-
nology and conceptual lexicon, citing the interventions that
she and Emily Wentzell, along with our article, have made
regarding changing forms of masculinity, gender relations,
and sexuality. Wentzell’s “composite masculinity” (cited by
Inhorn), for example, would appear to us to be a useful way
to model how individual men assemble their own sense of
masculine self out of multiple, competing, and often con-
tradictory sociocultural models of masculinity, models that
are themselves public, intersubjective assemblages. With re-
gard to “transience” and “emergence,” both are specific terms
for change. Our inclination is to use emergence specifically to
model complex adaptive systems (e.g., DeLanda 2006). By this
limited definition, men’s (and women’s) finite lives are not the
same sort of open-ended, emergent systems that sociocultural
systems are. Our use of “transient” to mark this difference is
meant mainly for emphasis. As with Inhorn, we are happy to
leave it open to readers to choose whether to adopt this par-
ticular vocabulary or not.

Sunanta similarly highlights important issues that the cur-
rent article does not fully address. In part due to the divergent
nature of the two research projects we draw on, we have per-
haps overly dichotomized the urban, entertainment contact-
zone sited “sex tourist” and rural, village-based “farang son-in-
law.” Although our own research and data do not speak to this
directly, we expect that there is much more to be said about
the ongoing “circular migrations that farang husbands and
their Isan partners undertake.” It is undoubtedly the case, as
Sunanta suggests, that farang-Isan couples continue to engage
with urban and transnational settings, even if they are primar-
ily settled in rural Isan. Sunanta’s comments provide an inter-
esting, speculative glimpse of how farang men who have settled
in Isan may draw on local knowledge and networks within
Thailand to position themselves advantageously vis-à-vis short-
term tourists and others.

Sunanta also echoes our own point that, to date, “a fuller
account of the lives of farang men in Isan remains to be writ-
ten” (Thompson, Kitiarsa, and Smutkupt) and that we only
have a rather partial view of “what manliness entails for farang
men” (Sunanta). Our own contribution here, while not directly

focused on men’s sense of what makes a “good man,” does
point to ideas of material provisioning, “first world” patronage,
and care and support for affinal kin as some elements in such
a construct (cf. Lafferty and Maher 2014; Maher and Lafferty
2014).22 Here, as well as with regard to the ongoing entangle-
ments with urban and transnational places and constructs
of masculinity, reference to Wentzell’s “composite masculini-
ties” may again be of particular value. The farang men in Isan
would appear to be in a position to draw on a very complex
range of ideas and practices of masculinity in constructing their
own senses of self. Moreover, as Sunanta suggests, these are
likely to be highly situational across different urban, rural, and
transnational regimes of value, figured in relation to sex-
gender, racial, and other hierarchies (cf. Hoang 2015).

Lapanun emphasizes the importance of linking our analy-
sis back to situations and constructs of masculinity in the
men’s home countries and with men’s past experience, par-
ticularly with ex-wives and other Western women. Lindquist’s
comments allude to this—at least in stereotyped Swedish
imagery—of men who are “outside the domestic [marriage]
market” due to age, lack of affluence, rurality, unattractive-
ness, and other characteristics that create if not “oppression”
then felt senses of marginalization.23 The close ethnographic
work of both Lapanun and Sunanta, among others, has gone a
long way toward demonstrating the ways in which low-status
Western men and Isan women, both marginalized in their
“home” contexts, come together and, in the best of circum-
stances, mutually benefit from enhanced subjective well-being
and social standing—a sort of mutual hypergamy, if you will.

Finally, Lindquist makes a good point about ethics and
temporality. Untangling the theoretical relationship between
“short-term and long-term transactional orders” and their eth-
ical entailments is well beyond our scope here. In our analysis,
we have consciously eschewed the discourse of moral panic
within which the experiences of farang men in Thailand is
commonly framed. Yet that does not mean that ethical issues
are insignificant, only that analyses framed by a priori moral
judgments (be they feminist or traditionalist) are unlikely to
yield useful insights into the complex moral orders within
which actual subjects live and act. Lindquist also echoes oth-
ers, particularly Lapanun and Sunanta, emphasizing that these
processes of change and masculinities cannot be understood
solely through investigation of discrete places (such as rural
Isan or urban Bangkok). Lindquist highlights the multiple tem-

22. Lafferty is completing a PhD at the University of Melbourne fo-
cusing on farangmen’s experiences in Isan. We expect this will represent
a significant contribution and treatment of these men’s experiences be-
yond that contained in single journal articles or book chapters.

23. We find it hard to see the men in our study as “oppressed.” In
general, predator/victim and oppressor/oppressed dichotomies, while they
may be discursively effective (e.g., in promotion of “anti–human traf-
ficking” campaigns), obscure more than they reveal about actual human
relations. We need a more nuanced conceptual lexicon to describe tem-
porally and spatially variable terrains of privilege and marginalization.
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poral dimensions of analysis as well, which certainly bears much
deeper consideration. While many questions remain, we are
encouraged by the four commentaries. We hope these inter-
ventions along with our own work will make a significant con-
tribution to understanding both transnational relationships
and ever-changing gendered experiences and subjectivities.

—Eric C. Thompson, Pattana Kitiarsa,
and Suriya Smutkupt
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