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FOREWORD  
 
In February 2021, amidst the Covid-19 pandemic, the Southeast Asian Media Studies Association held 

its first virtual international conference. The theme of the conference, “Histories, States, Theories, and 

Futures,” was intentionally chosen to be broad to appeal to a wide range of media practitioners and 

scholars. With three keynote lectures, one roundtable discussion, ten panels, forty-eight panel papers, 

and attendees from around the globe, SEAMSA’s first conference was a solid success. Several of the 

articles included in this special issue Vol. 4, No. 1 were presented at the conference.  

 

The issue is thus comprised of four research articles that reflect the broad appeal of SEAMSJ and the 

special interests of our contributors and SEAMSA members: “Inspiring Social Change through 

Independent Media: Case Studies on Bulatlat and Konde.co” by Dr. Levon Kwok (independent 

researcher), “Sounding Transnationalism: Popular Music in Paris by Night and The Sympathizer” by PhD 

candidate Clara Chin (University of California at Santa Barbara, USA), “Vietnam’s Đổi Mới Cinema: 

Navigating Gender Relations in Tony Bui’s Three Seasons (1999)” by Lan-Hanh Thi Nguyen (National 

Yang Ming Chiao Tung University, Taiwan), and “Raikantopinoy: Glocalization of the Boys’ Love Genre 

in the Philippines” by Erwin James A. dela Cruz (University of the Philippines Diliman). These articles are 

followed by Dr. Le Thu Mach’s (University of Ho Chi Minh National Academy of Politics) review of the 

Vietnam Sports Forum 2022 from a sports branding perspective.  

 

The completion of this issue and its adherence to high quality standards were ensured by committed 

media industry experts and academics. First of all, many thanks and much appreciation go to the guest 

editor Dr. William F. Smith II. He is a media expert and an Associate Professor at the College of 

Communication and Media Science, Zayed University, United Arab Emirates. Having worked in leading 

higher education institutions in Thailand, China, and the UAE for well over a decade, Prof. Smith brought 

his professional experience and vast knowledge about media and communication to this SEAMSJ 

special issue. 

 

Many thanks also go to our external reviewers for their constructive comments and valuable 

suggestions on the articles presented here. They are Prof. Dr. Jimmy B. Fong (University of the 

Philippines, Baguio), Assoc. Prof. Dr. Yeoh Seng-Guan (Monash University, Malaysia), Asst. Prof. Dr. 

Stephanie Jean Tsang (Hong Kong Baptist University, Hong Kong), Dr. Jonathan Benney (Monash 
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University, Australia), Dr. Poowin Bunyavejchewin (Thammasat University, Thailand), and Dr. Henrikus 

Yulianto (Universitas Negeri Semarang, Indonesia). 

 

Equally appreciated is the dedicated work of our assistant editors, namely, Dr. Jose Reuben Alagaran II, 

Mr. Herwin B. Cabasal, Mr. Martin Lukanov, Assoc. Prof. Dr. Syamsul Zahri Subir, Asst. Prof. Dr. Orville 

B. Tatcho, and Asst. Prof. Mr. Jason P. Telles. They provided vital language corrections and 

recommendations for improvement of the articles at hand. 

 

Following the 2022-call for new assistant editors and a careful selection process, four scholars are 

ready to join the SEAMSJ editorial board for the years 2023 and 2024. They are Dr. Swati Jaywant Rao 

Bute (Jagran Lakecity University, India), Dr. Muthukumaran Kanasan (Tunku Abdul Rahman University 

of Management and Technology, Malaysia), Dr. Mary Anne DC Mallari (University of Santo Tomas, 

Philippines), and Dr. Maria Gwenetha Y. Pusta (Far Eastern University, Philippines). 

 

SEAMSJ has become a member of the recently founded Asian Journals Network. On 15 November 

2022, the editors of twenty Asian academic journals in the humanities and social sciences signed a 

Memorandum of Understanding, pledging their mutual support regarding quality assurance measures, 

best practice procedures, and knowledge production. Thus, SEAMSJ is now a member of a network that 

includes well-established and highly esteemed journals, such as Unitas, Kritike, Kritika Kultura, 

Southeast Asian Studies, and many more. 

 

This is the seventh journal issue published by SEAMSA. Readers are encouraged to visit the website 

https://seamsa.org/journal-issues for free access to all previously published issues.  

 

I wish you much intellectual pleasure while reading this latest SEAMSJ issue. 
 
Alexander J. Klemm 
Managing Editor-in-Chief 
eic.seamsj@gmail.com 
Bangkok, December 2022 
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EDITORIAL 
 

Welcome to the SEAMSJ special issue volume 4, number 1: Histories, States, Theories, and Futures. As 

the theme suggests, this volume provides opportunities to reflect on and respond to political, cultural, 

social, economic, and linguistic issues that affect the media landscape in Southeast Asia. 

 

During 2022, the Southeast Asian region began slowly moving out of its preoccupation with the Covid 

pandemic and started on a road to recovery; however, factors like the Russian War in Ukraine, the 

Myanmar Crisis, and China’s muscle-flexing in the South China Sea greatly limit collaboration, 

impacting trust and opportunities for development in the region. In addition, Reporters Without 

Borders (RSF) 2022-edition rankings on media freedom place press freedom at ‘difficult’ in seven 

Southeast Asian countries to ‘very serious’ in three others. Also, we are seeing more governments like 

Singapore and Vietnam tightening controls on the media. It is obvious that many factors are driving 

and reshaping the mediascape in the region. 

 

We open this volume with “Inspiring Social Change through Independent Media: Case Studies on 

Bulatlat and Konde.co” by Dr. Levon Kwok, an independent researcher. Appropriately, the article 

establishes the difficulties of independent media outlets to provide the public with alternative stories 

and views in the Philippines and Indonesia. Dr. Kwok demonstrates how harassment and intimidation 

from the power structure and status quo function in many ways to silence alternative views. As a result, 

he recognizes that using social media for alternative views has its limitations, and that it is necessary 

for independent media activists to develop new means of social movement practices in the Southeast 

Asian struggle for freedom of speech.  

 

From Ph.D. candidate Clara Chin (University of California at Santa Barbara), “Sounding 

Transnationalism: Popular Music in Paris by Night and The Sympathizer” analyzes improvisation in 

Vietnamese diasporic performances. Chin argues that cover performances in Paris by Night are not 

about assimilating towards the norms of American popular culture, but are rather about a form of 

participation in transnational flows of media. Mobilizing queer aesthetics and temporality, Paris by Night 

cover performances subvert popular culture norms and establish a role as a memory archive, or a way 

to live the past differently.  
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Continuing our focus with the Vietnamese diaspora, Lan-Hanh Thi Nguyen’s (National Yang Ming Chiao 

Tung University, Taiwan) article, “Vietnam’s Đổi Mới Cinema: Navigating Gender Relations in Tony Bui’s 

Three Seasons (1999),” provides a critical film analysis that counters stereotypes about Vietnam and 

the Vietnamese in Western films. On the one hand, Nguyen suggests that the film reclaims Vietnamese 

subjectivity; however, that subjectivity is embodied by male characters who maintain a traditional 

Vietnamese perspective. According to Nguyen, the film portrays Vietnamese women in a subordinate 

position with less agency and they are living through dreams borrowed or inherited from men. As a 

result, rather than celebrating women’s roles as symbols of transformation and change, Nguyen sees 

the film as one that returns to Vietnamese traditionalist construction of women, especially their past 

social position. 

 

Finally, we turn our attention to “Raikantopinoy: Glocalization of the Boys’ Love Genre in the 

Philippines” by Erwin James A. dela Cruz of the University of the Philippines Diliman. The article explores 

queer sexuality through content analysis of several independently produced Filipino movies and TV 

series. Dela Cruz claims that Filipino Boys’ Love stories reject some tropes commonly found in Thai BL 

movies, and suggests that these differences are a result of queer actors and individuals being actively 

involved in the development and process of the Filipino productions. Dela Cruz further claims that this 

is a new phenomenon which he calls “First Wave Pinoy BL” and suggests that further studies are 

necessary.  

 

The journal concludes with an event review by Dr. Le Thu Mach in which she discusses the Vietnam 

Sports Forum 2022 and the economic importance of sports branding. 

 

Southeast Asian Media Studies Journal’s dedication and efforts to cover critical themes provides us 

with another volume of alternative and independent voices from the Southeast Asian region. The 

diverse range of topics above demonstrates the journal’s willingness to offer a forum for those voices. 

With more efforts by governments tightening their control on the media, the Southeast Asian Media 

Studies Journal continues to provide opportunities to communicate and educate the global community 

about relevant and contemporary themes arising from the region. Let us take a moment to reflect on 

and appreciate this opportunity as we look forward to future issues. 

 
William F. Smith II 
Guest Editor 
Abu Dhabi, December 2022 
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ABOUT THE GUEST EDITOR 

WILLIAM F. SMITH II is an Associate Professor at the College of Communication and Media Science 

at Zayed University in Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates. He has over 15 years of extensive 

experience living and teaching in China, Japan, Thailand, and Vietnam. He holds a Doctor of 

Philosophy – summa cum laude and an Antonin Artaud Fellowship from the European Graduate 

School (EGS), Switzerland. His research explores the disruptive nature of technology and the 

overarching implications of communication on society – social and cultural phenomena, especially 

in the context of social transformation and global issues that are impacted by the current 

mediascape.  
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ORIGINAL CALL 
FOR PAPERS 

 
SPECIAL ISSUE 4.1 

 

SOUTHEAST ASIAN MEDIA STUDIES: HISTORIES, STATES, THEORIES, AND FUTURES 

Media studies as an academic discipline is at a critical juncture on its development in the region. An 

interdisciplinary look on the history of Southeast Asia reveals that centuries before the idea of ASEAN 

integration was conceptualized, our precolonial ancestors had already established political, economic, 

and commercial linkages. From the Western colonial upbringing of print media and the silver screen, 

media practitioners have since then localized and innovated broadcast, online, and social media content 

to the tastes of its regional audience. Following the advent of the Internet, transnational media 

consumption increased dramatically as content became accessible to the greater public. This progress 

enabled media studies scholars to theorize on the political, cultural, social, economic, and linguistic 

issues that affect media production and consumption in the region. The media studies scholarship 

landscape in Southeast Asia features an uneven development. As such, there is a lack of collaboration 

and discussions on the histories, states, theories, and futures of the field in Southeast Asia.  

 

AREAS OF INTEREST INCLUDE 

ü Southeast Asian media during the COVID-19 pandemic 

ü Current and emerging media theories in and about the mass media 

ü Critical reviews (meta-analysis) of studies in and about the mass media 

ü Methodological issues in media studies 

ü Interdisciplinary and comparative studies in Southeast Asian media 

ü Critical Histories of media industries 

ü Political economy of media: business, ownership, control, and programming 

ü Media, information, and news literacies 

ü Media education and pedagogy 

ü Audience and fandom studies 

ü Media convergence, technologies, and processes 

ü Media trends, futures, and directions 
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ü Media cultures: Mainstream, popular, regional, local, glocal, and indigenous practices 

ü Multilingualism in media studies 

ü Media, gender, sexuality, and identities 

ü Ecomedia in Southeast Asia 

ü Diaspora and transnationalization of media studies 

ü Discourses in press and media freedom in Southeast Asia 

ü Media law and ethics 

 

INITIAL PROCESS 

Authors submit a 500-word abstract with 5 keywords, a list of 5 main references, and a short bio of 

up to 50 words by September 1, 2021. 

 

Submissions of academic articles adhering to the journal’s aims and scope will be considered for 

publication. 

 

Submitted articles must focus on the media in Southeast Asia (Brunei, Cambodia, Indonesia, Laos, 

Malaysia, Myanmar, Philippines, Singapore, Thailand, and/or Vietnam). 

 

Authors wishing to submit book reviews, event reviews, and/or film reviews that adhere to the 

theme of the special issue should submit a short proposal and wait for approval. 

 

In the email subject line, state that your submission is for special issue 4.1. 

 

TARGET DATES 

September 1, 2021 Deadline for submission of 500-word abstracts 

September 15, 2021 Notification of accepted abstracts 

January 15, 2022 Deadline for submission of full papers (6000-7000 words) 

Review Process Double-blind peer review and feedback 

April 15, 2022  Revised paper due 

June 15, 2022  Target publication date 
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Submit abstracts and review proposals and direct all inquiries to the editor-in-chief:  

eic.seamsj@gmail.com 

 

For information about the journal, please visit 

https://seamsa.org/seamsjournal/ 
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Inspiring Social Change 
through Independent 

Media: Case Studies on 
Bulatlat and Konde.co 

 

LEVON KWOK  
Independent Scholar 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

ABSTRACT 
 
Considering independent media to be live social movements, this article examines the present 
development of the Philippines’s Bulatlat and Indonesia’s Konde.co and several key issues and 
challenges encountered by the dynamic independent media outlets in Southeast Asia. As media 
organizations/platforms founded by activists who strive to counteract the “dominant media” in a 
society, independent media provide the public with alternative news stories, facilitating media 
freedom and social progress. However, operating outside the establishment – the entire 
hierarchical structure representing power, independent media stimulate the sensitive nerves of 
conservative forces. For instance, certain members of Bulatlat witnessed frequent harassment 
and intimidation by state agencies; a public event held by Konde.co was interrupted by a 
fundamentalist cleric. Despite integrating their work with social media, Bulatlat and Konde.co are 
not free from external interference owing to their reliance on the Internet – a medium that is in 
fact invented and governed by political institutions. The two independent media cases show that 
it is necessary for independent media activists to develop new means of social movement practice 
for freedom of speech, by which the influence of established powers on their work can be 
minimized to the greatest possible extent. 
 
Keywords: alternative journalism, freedom of speech, independent media, media freedom 
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INDEPENDENT MEDIA 
 
Media Control and Its Impacts on Journalism 
 
Media are instruments for enhancing communication and mutual understanding in diverse societies. 
Through reading newspapers, magazines, books, listening to radio, watching television, and using 
electronic mails, multimedia platforms, individuals can receive up-to-date news, acquire essential 
knowledge, and share innovative ideas. It is broadly acknowledged that media can shape our thinking 
and behavior (Applied Social Psychology, n.d.). Therefore, political powers and corporate businesses 
have invested a huge amount of capital in media industries to control the circulation of news and 
knowledge, resulting in the fact that media today “are largely controlled by governments and media 
corporations” (Castells 2015, 9). Indeed, this issue has been highlighted by a number of scholars since 
the early and middle of the twentieth century. For example, Max Horkheimer, Theodor Adorno, and 
Herbert Marcuse assert that the information produced by the state/business-led “mass media” can 
distract our attention from the root causes of social problems. In their view, “the mass media made 
people passive recipients of the dominant ideology” (Gorman and McLean 2009, 3), promoting the 
“ideological manipulation of the mass and the utilization and exploitation of the media by capitalist 
considerations” (Fourie 2001, 243-244). 
 
Against this background, journalists who are expected to play a role as watchdogs become reluctant to 
take the risk of covering events against the interest of established powers. An example of how 
newspersons lose their competence in playing such a crucial role is given here: according to Erin Steuter 
and Deborah Wills (2009), “In the aftermath of 9/11, the media failed to ask the necessary hard 
questions” (178). In Dan Rather’s view, “fear of being labeled unpatriotic had caused American 
journalists to engage in ‘a form of self-censorship’” (176). As can be observed, the so-called ‘Fourth 
Estate’ – the press and public media – is functioning in a way that fails to meet the public’s expectation 
of truth-telling, to the detriment of people’s right to be informed and the formation of public opinion.  
 
 
The Emergence of Independent Media and the Internet 
 
To strive for media freedom that is “essential to the attainment of ‘truth’” (Burrett 2020, 16), activists 
across the globe have launched a great number of social movements since the 1990s. Independent 
media movement is a notable example of this. The reason is simple: independent media movement is 
one of the earliest social movements using the Internet – a free and open medium available to activists 
on a worldwide scale. According to John Downing, “The Internet is […] a medium through which politics 
could be made truly participatory at both regional and international levels” (Downing 2001, 202). 
Manuel Castells maintains that the Internet “is a privileged platform for the social construction of 
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autonomy” (Castells 2015, 256). Furthermore, the Internet can, as Lance Bennett and Alexandra 
Segerberg note, help activists “reduce organizational costs of communication” (Bennett and Segerberg 
2013, 196). Therefore, activists around the world who endeavor to report on protest activities from an 
alternative perspective and provide campaigners, dissidents, and citizens with leeway to express their 
opinions are anxious to work together to establish their own platforms – independent media via the 
Internet. 
 
 
Definitions and Terminologies 
 
Contemporary scholars are not unfamiliar with independent media. Iam Chong Ip maintains that “the 
term ‘independent media’ refers to media organizations that are independent of any governments, 
political parties, and business corporations, both financially and editorially. These media organizations 
are managed in a non-commercial mode of operation” (Ip 2009). Besides “independent media”, some 
scholars use other terms to define the media “independent of any governments, political parties, and 
business corporations” (Ip 2009). For example, Chris Atton uses “alternative media” to label the media 
supporting “a range of media projects, interventions and networks that work against, or seek to 
develop different forms of, the dominant, expected (and broadly accepted) ways of ‘doing’ media” 
(Coyer et al. 2007, 3). These bottom-up media are also “labelled as activist (Waltz 2005), tactical 
(Atkinson 2004), autonomous or citizen (Rodriguez & El Gazi 2007) media” (Kenix 2011, 18). In any 
case, independent media are fundamental to public awareness and social enlightenment “not only 
because they allow for more issue-focused reporting, but also because alternative journalism tends to 
explicitly foreground ‘the viewpoints of ordinary people’” (Poell and van Dijck 2015, 528). 

 
Unlike state and corporate media, independent media are not subject to censorship. A key reason for 
this is that independent media are not part of the establishment, which is, as proclaimed by Henry 
Fairlie, “the whole matrix of official and social relations within which power is exercised” (Lane 2020, 
166). As a highly complicated hierarchical structure, the establishment includes “politicians who make 
laws; media barons who set the terms of debate; businesses and financiers who run the economy; 
police forces that enforce a law that is rigged in favor of the powerful” (Jones 2014). Journalists 
employed by state and corporate media are therefore obliged to exercise their profession under orders 
from the dominant powers. Owing to the fact that “challenges to such power can only come from those 
situated squarely outside of its purview” (Kenix 2011, 20), activists for independent media strive to be 
stand-alone and distant from the establishment. To summarize, independent media are self-
sustaining media organizations/platforms for the “viewpoints of ordinary people” (Poell and van Dijck 
2015, 528); operators of independent media have complete control over decisions concerning editorial 
and financial matters. Finally, independent media are nonprofit-making and non-establishment. 
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Facilitating Social Change and Progress 
 
What is the primary news content disseminated by independent media? The latest messages relating 
to human rights campaigns, anti-government protests, environmental protection demonstrations, 
public forums on LGBT+ topics, i.e., topics about lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, and related 
communities that, as Luis Teodoro notes, “the dominant media does not provide” (Olea 2014) are just 
a few examples. On independent media platforms, everyone not only can access news stories 
regarding ordinary people’s hopes for a better society, they can also share their own news reports, 
articles, photographs, and illustrations with the public after registration. Therefore, 
independent/alternative media are widely considered conducive to social change and progress. As 
Linda Jean Kenix asserts, “alternative media have been a central force in social change” (Kenix 2011, 6). 
Chung-Hsiang Kuan also argues that “alternative media endeavor to foster a sense of reform in civil 
society, showing that the main objective of them is to achieve social progress” (Kuan 2014).  
 
Nowadays, there are hundreds of newly established online news sites that can be viewed as 
“alternatives” to mainstream news media. However, they are not necessarily independent media as 
some of them may have compromised their professional principles for the purpose of gaining monetary 
support from privileged elites. Worse still, some of them are in fact operated by celebrities or journalists 
with complex political or business background, even though they sometimes launch work on 
controversial topics in order to attract a larger audience. For example, Newtalk, a Taiwan-based social-
enterprise-model online news outlet that initially compiled and published the news from Wikileaks, 
was founded in 2009 and run by Cheng-Ping Su, former Director-General of the Government 
Information Office, Executive Yuan (branch) of the Republic of China (Wikipedia, n.d.). As Grace Leung 
Lai Kuen argues, “to build and operate an independent media platform is a social movement embodying 
the spirit of ‘Do-It-Yourself (DIY)’, ‘creating our media space with our own hands’” (Hsiung 2009, 11). 
Therefore, distinguishing them from independent media is of necessity.  
 
 
Independent Media as Live Social Movements 
 
Taking account of the aforementioned discussions, it is accurate to say that independent media have 
been delineated from diverse angles, including bearer (created and operated by activists), content 
(produced as alternative to those disseminated by “mass media”), form (digital, working via the 
Internet), and objective (for social change and progress). Undoubtedly, these angles to independent 
media can help facilitate a better understanding of independent media in an epistemological sense. 
However, they focus less on why independent media come into existence. Therefore, the first question 
is: why are independent media being established around the globe? A hint about the answer to this 
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question is given by Downing’s theory of “radical media”. Inspired by Antonio Gramsci’s criticism on 
capitalism, Downing argues: 
 

In a framework within which classes and the capitalist state are analyzed simply as 
controlling and censoring information, the role of radical media can be seen as trying 
to disrupt the silence, to counter the lies, to provide the truth. This is the 
counterinformation model (cf. Baldelli, 1977; Herman, 1992; Jensen, 1997), which has 
a strong element of validity, most especially under highly reactionary and repressive 
regimes. (Downing 2001, 15-16) 

 
To be working for “counterinformation” is, according to Downing, “radical”, and “Gramsci’s perspective 
offers a fresh way of understanding such media” (Downing 2001, 15). Here, Downing’s theory of 
“radical media” leads us to think of why “counterinformation” is of vital importance: inequality, 
injustice, monopoly, manipulation, and oppression are still severe problems of human society; and 
these severe problems of human society should be reflected by more people, no matter where they 
live in the world. Therefore, if we want to understand more about independent media, we should not 
view independent media as simply media. Instead, we should consider independent media to be live 
social movements for “counterinformation” that are penetrating different life worlds and turning into 
different forms of resistance against power, which represses people’s fervent desire for the truth. 
 
Conceptualized by Michel Foucault as a “decentred” force (Kelly 2009, 38), power is embodied in every 
corner of people’s lives, making people believe that its existence is “inevitable” by tolerating moderate 
critical voices while standing firm in its domination over humanity as a whole. That is why independent 
media are born. When power corrupts politics, there are independent media for political change; if 
power manipulates media, there are independent media for media freedom; if power promotes 
exploitation, there are independent media for labor justice; if power is integrated with man-centered 
religions, traditions, and working cultures, there are independent media for women and sexual 
minorities. But how do activists for independent media sustain their activism? How do activists combat 
power through independent media? In order to understand independent media as live social 
movements, it is necessary to examine how activists for independent media begin, develop, and 
maintain their work and investigate the issues and challenges they encounter from their own 
standpoint. This inside-out approach to understanding independent media as live social movements 
allows us not only to rediscover the significant role of independent media in safeguarding the voices of 
the ordinary, but also to reveal the limitations of independent media in the age of the Internet. 
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TWO CASE STUDIES 
 

Bulatlat 
 
Based in the Philippines where “the independence […] of the press has been continually undermined 
by political and business elites” (Coronel 2020, 214), Bulatlat is a distinctive independent media 
organization that represents independent media as live social movements against politics corrupted 
by power. According to its website, Bulatlat “fight[s] against all forms of oppression [,] abuse and 
misuse of power by the country’s top political leaders [and] seek[s] to reflect the people’s views and 
stand on issues that affect their lives and their future” (Bulatlat, n.d.). Danilo Araña Arao, Associate 
Editor of Bulatlat, proclaims: 
 

Bulatlat is inspired by alternative news media outlets that belong to the so-called 
“legacy media” established in the Philippines during the period of Martial Law (1972-
1986) […]. Bulatlat was officially founded in February of 2001, immediately after the 
ouster of impeached President Joseph Estrada, who was accused of corruption. At the 
onset of Estrada’s impeachment trial, we started having meetings with like-minded 
journalists and planned to create a new news website where credible sources of 
information and our views on the political event can be published independently and 
free from the dictates of the dominant media […]. In 2001, we operated as a weekly. 
The succeeding years saw the need to update our website more frequently so we 
began working on the production of breaking news. (Arao 2021)  

 
Political corruption can be a sensitive topic, particularly in countries where the press is enormously 
influenced by the apparatus of the state. As Arao implies, the “dominant media” censored the news 
about what was regarded by the political ruler as “sensitive”. In this context, journalists who worked 
for the “dominant media” had no room for truth-telling, and the public’s right to know was therefore 
violated. To effectively secure their freedom to inform, activists and media workers with progressive 
ideas, like Arao and his colleagues, were working together to establish their own media platform for 
truth-telling purposes. Established as an independent media organization, Bulatlat not only 
empowered journalists and gave them ways to freely express their opinions on the corruption case, 
but also enabled the public to better understand the political scandal in the Philippines during the year 
2001. Thereafter, Bulatlat became a mature online news provider able to work on the production of 
breaking news.  

 
Despite the low Internet penetration rate in the Philippines at the time of our 
establishment, we saw the Internet as the quickest and cheapest way to publish 
journalistic outputs. Our strategy was to use our existing contacts in the press and 
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broadcast media to reprint our news articles upon a free-of-charge basis. Through this 
approach, we can disseminate the news content we want to share with the public and 
attract a wider readership. (Arao 2021) 

 
During the new millennium, the Internet was considered an emerging medium that opened “a new 
form of public space since its decentralized nature allows many voices to be heard” (Raman 2015, 194). 
However, Internet coverage in the Philippines in that period was comparatively low. Therefore, the 
authorities – different from today – were not anxious about the Internet being used by activists or 
journalists to write about issues that implied its impotence in providing quality governance. That is why 
Bulatlat had enough space to implement their strategy to publish news releases to widen their 
readership at the beginning of its media social movement. 
  

As of today, we never abandon our work for in-depth news stories, including 
investigative reports, explanatory texts, and feature articles, in which we highlight the 
issues of exploitation and oppression of the marginalized sectors of society. Suffice it 
to say that we also conduct podcasts (Twitter Spaces, Kumu), online lectures, and live 
streaming of selected unfolding events […]. As part of the alternative media 
community – AlterMidya, we can pursue perspectives that the dominant media may 
not want to touch, such as the comprehensive discussions of why state forces are 
primary human rights violators and why the government has totally weaponized the 
COVID-19 pandemic in order to oppress the people. (Arao 2021)  

 
Besides working on breaking news items, Bulatlat exerts efforts to carry out investigative reporting. 
The aim of such a journalistic practice is, as Arao remarks, to awaken public opinion on the adverse 
consequences of the dominance of the political power, such as “exploitation and oppression” (Arao 
2021). Using the podcast and live streaming functions provided by social media, Bulatlat strives to 
reveal the crux of the matter that is seldom discussed in public: the state government is in fact not a 
protector but a “violator” of the people’s basic rights, especially during the COVID-19 pandemic that 
“has had a ‘devastating’ effect on freedom of expression” (Dege 2022).  
 
It is noteworthy that Bulatlat is one of the members of AlterMidya – an autonomous media network 
that includes several independent media organizations based in the Philippines. As reported by 
Bulatlat’s Ronalyn V. Olea, AlterMidya aims “to strengthen the cooperation and coordination among 
alternative media outfits, harness the capabilities of independent media organizations in amplifying 
the voice of the marginalized sectors” (Olea 2014). AlterMidya supports Bulatlat’s activism and enables 
Bulatlat’s journalistic works to be known to a wider audience.  
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Because of our news coverage on political corruption and public issues, we have 
experienced consistent harassment and intimidation by state forces, such as red-
tagging. For instance, I was accused of being part of a conspiracy to oust Rodrigo 
Duterte, the [former] President of the Philippines […]. Not only are we being red-
tagged, my colleagues, including Frenchie Mae Cumpio (Eastern Vista) and Lady Ann 
Salem (Manila Today), have been arrested and detained […]. The dangers faced by 
members of alternative news media organizations have become more serious under 
the Duterte regime. (Arao 2021)  

 
Nowadays, activist journalists can conveniently use the Internet to make their work known to the 
public. However, political authorities can also use the Internet to monitor the circulation of online 
information and locate the source of what they deem to be negative news. Working against political 
exploitation and oppression, several members of Bulatlat, as Arao (2021) points out, are targeted “by 
state forces (most recently the Philippine Army)”. Clearly, the authorities aim to deter Bulatlat’s 
members from continuing their work. Moreover, Arao (2021) adds that “Bulatlat and other alternative 
news media organizations/networks (e.g., Pinoy Weekly, Kodao, and AlterMidya) have been subjected 
to cyber-attacks in an attempt to silence us”. A number of the challenging experiences encountered by 
Bulatlat and other independent media outlets in the Philippines are evidenced by a recent report from 
the Center for Media Freedom and Responsibility, the Philippines (Estella and Löffelholz 2020). Despite 
the authorities’ attempt to frighten independent media activists and journalists in the Southeast Asian 
country, Bulatlat still adheres to its social movement values and continues its journalistic activities: 

 
There are a lot of journalistic projects we have pursued, including […] our human rights 
reporting project and COVID-19 special coverage. These reporting projects show how 
human rights issues can be covered from a progressive perspective and how our work 
can be free from the influence of corporate and political interests […]. Many people are 
becoming aware of alternative media, including Bulatlat. Our influence on society has 
been increasing throughout the past few years. (Arao 2021) 

 
With a view to creating a progressive public opinion and demonstrating that alternative journalism is 
feasible and workable, Bulatlat endeavors to execute diverse news projects for public awareness-
raising. In Arao’s view, the news projects with regard to human rights and COVID-19 pandemic issues 
are the most noteworthy ones. For example, in the news article titled Plea for Food not A Crime, Court 
Rules in Favor of QC Residents, Anne Marxze Umil, author at Bulatlat, writes: 

 
A Quezon City court dismissed the cases against 21 residents of sitio San Roque, North 
Triangle in Quezon City who protested amid strict lockdown in Metro Manila in April of 
2020 […]. In a statement, urban poor group Kadamay said that the dismissal of the 
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cases against San Roque 21 is justice not only for them but for all those whose rights 
were suppressed by what they described as a “fascist state.” “This decision affirms 
that the government has fundamental shortcomings in meeting the basic needs of 
citizens amid lockdowns,” the group said […]. (Umil 2022) 

 
Media control is often practiced by political powers for social domination. When news about 
misconduct or wrongdoings by the political is filtered from public knowledge, social power against the 
political is not possible to be formulated. Highlighting the court’s “dismissal of the cases against San 
Roque 21”, the above Bulatlat coverage reveals the absurdity of the authorities’ lock-down policies 
that caused problems of food access and civil protests during the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020. 
Informed by the coverage, the public is free to have their judgment on the matter, and the formation 
of social power can have more opportunity to take place. This example of Bulatlat’s journalistic works 
proves that Bulatlat plays a key role in facilitating social enlightenment in the Philippines. Another 
noteworthy example of Bulatlat’s alternative news coverage is shown as follows: 

 
The recent arrests of human rights defenders reflect continuing criminalization of their 
work under the Ferdinand Marcos Jr. administration. Human rights group Karapatan 
denounced the arrests of Makabayan-Bicol coordinator and former Bayan Muna fourth 
nominee Marites Pielago on 28 July and the Pangadas brothers on 25 July […]. Groups 
are calling for the immediate release of Pielago and the Pangadas brothers. Karapatan 
also reiterated their call to end the criminalization of human rights work. (Umil 2022) 

 
The change of political leadership gives citizens hope for a better life and future. However, the change 
of political leadership does not necessarily lead to an actual improvement of human rights. For 
example, Rodrigo Duterte, the former president of the Philippines who was hostile to activist 
journalists, stepped down on 30 June, 2022. However, his successor, Ferdinand Marcos Jr., is still a 
political leader against human rights advocates. According to the above news report by Umil, the 
human rights defenders Marites Pielago and the Pangadas brothers were arrested during late July 
2022. This incident shows that the difficult human rights situation in the Philippines is not alleviated 
due to the change of political leadership in 2022. Reporting on the incident, Bulatlat shows its untiring 
commitment to anti-human rights violation.  
 
Owing to Bulatlat’s significant efforts into the work of truth-telling, Bulatlat has earned its reputation 
as an influential independent media organization in the Philippines. Besides being the winner of the 7th 
and 10th Hildegarde Awards (Ellao 2013; Ellao 2016), Bulatlat was also “‘long-listed’ in […] One World 
Media Awards” (Kodao Production 2019). Overall, Bulatlat demonstrates its determination and sense 
of mission by committing to an independent media movement against corrupt politics. As Arao (2021) 
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concludes, “despite political oppression, Bulatlat will continue to exist. We have to provide a voice for 
the voiceless in the Philippines.” 
 
 
Konde.co 

 
Konde.co is an active independent media organization based in Indonesia. Because of its specific 
concerns over women, LGBT+, and social minorities’ rights, Konde.co has developed its individuality 
and received widespread approval since its foundation. According to the homepage of its website, 
Konde.co is “a media organization that works on news projects to promote women and minorities 
groups’ perspectives […]. The main focus of our work lies in publishing news articles, producing video 
clips/films, and spreading new information/knowledge” (Konde.co 2022). Luviana Ariyanti, who 
worked as a journalist at Metro TV and is now Editor-in-Chief of Konde.co, notes:  
 

There were public discussions, press documents, and community activities against the 
authorities that ignored the issues regarding women, laborers, the urban poor, the 
disabled, and the LGBT+ in Indonesia. However, they were not reported by the 
[mainstream] media […]. Konde.co was founded and financially supported by a group 
of women activists, male feminist activists, and activist journalists who dedicated 
themselves to supporting the marginalized by spreading campaign-related news 
through online websites and social media. (Ariyanti 2021) 

 
Before the foundation of Konde.co, the media sector in Indonesia was powerful enough to create an 
illusion that there were no critical voices against the authorities that paid little attention to sexual and 
other social minorities’ rights. The aim of Konde.co is therefore to remove the illusion: using the 
Internet and social media, a group of like-minded activists and journalists jointly established Konde.co 
as a web-based information hub for the publication of news stories and messages with regard to 
“women, laborers, the urban poor, the disabled, and the LGBT+ in Indonesia” (Ariyanti 2021). The 
emergence of Konde.co validates that independent media are not just media but live social movements 
against media manipulation. 

 
Konde.co was born on 8 March, 2016, when a large number of online media in 
Indonesia distributed undesirable information in which women were described as 
characters that can be exploited and sensationalized […]. Meanwhile, few media 
outlets fought for the rights of marginal social groups because oligarchs and 
economic/political figures have monopolized the media market in Indonesia […]. 
Konde.co is now based in Jakarta, and has 6 permanent staff members, 4 part-time 
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staff members, and several voluntary contributors. We keep updating the website of 
Konde.co with 3 to 4 new articles every day. (Ariyanti 2021)  

 
Because of the authorities’ long-term national policies before the late 1990s, the overall situation of 
women in Indonesia is relatively fragile. Kathryn Robinson argues that “Suharto’s New Order exercised 
gendered power through policies such as family planning and state control of women’s organizations 
in a familial model that registered male authority” (Robinson 2009, 68). This policy results in the fact 
that Indonesian women are in general regarded as “subordinate to men within the family and the 
state” (68). Also, the media environment in Indonesia is being complicated by diverse religious forces. 
For example, according to Tina Burrett, “Indonesian journalists and others who question the tenets of 
Islam or the teachings of conservative Muslim scholars are targeted by religious activists and forced 
to apologize, and are sometimes subject to violence” (Burrett 2020, 22). Undoubtedly, this 
phenomenon causes not only tensions between peoples who have different religious beliefs, but also 
a sharp deterioration of the media environment in Indonesia. Despite shouldering the burden of the 
complex social reality, Konde.co has developed as a sizeable independent media organization able to 
sustain regular production of news articles since its establishment. Representative examples of 
Konde.co’s news items include, first, Not Recognized as A Worker: 18 Years of Domestic Workers Neglected 
by the State. Written by Ariyanti and Utami, this news article sheds light on the current situation of 
female domestic workers in Indonesia and the advocacy work initiated by the National Network for 
Advocacy for the Protection of Domestic Workers (JALA PRT):  
 

Sagan is a “headquarters” for those who are members of the Yogya Women’s 
Discussion Forum (FDPY) […]. On 11 July, 2004, they officially established the National 
Network for Advocacy for the Protection of Domestic Workers (JALA PRT), whose task 
is to organize domestic workers and advocate for the bill on the protection of domestic 
workers […]. But in fact, this does not guarantee certainty that this bill will be passed 
into law […]. Unable to [make the bill] become law in Senayan, [the] JALA PRT then 
tried another method: advocating for the domestic worker’s [rights] in Regional 
Regulations (Perda) and Mayor Regulations. However, it turns out that this has not 
been effective […]. For 18 years the state has neglected [the rights of] domestic 
workers. (Ariyanti and Utami 2022) 

 
Indonesia is a leading exporter of domestic care services in Southeast Asia. Ironically, the rights of 
female domestic workers are not protected by law. Therefore, there are advocacy groups in Indonesia 
devoted to lobbying for a well-defined policy to protect the rights of female domestic workers. The 
JALA PRT, as shown in the above news article, is a prominent example. Highlighting how the JALA PRT 
put effort into encouraging the legislation at different government levels, the news article implies that 
the authorities was conservative in preventing its citizens from being exploited by domestic care 
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services traders by means of legislation. Reporting from the JALA PRT’s perspective, the Konde.co’s 
news article provides a wider, broader scope for the public to reflect on the issue concerning the rights 
of female domestic workers in Indonesia. 
 
Another representative example of Konde.co’s coverage is the news report titled Poor Women: We Are 
Not Lazy People and Don’t Want to Work. Certain content of this news report is extracted as follows: 
 

Women workers have been fighting for their rights since 1910 […]. But in Indonesia, 
until now, they are still trapped in poverty, such as debt […]. The low wages become 
the ultimate push for many women workers to go into debt. According to them, debt is 
one of the best ways they have taken to solve real-life’s problems, even though many 
moneylenders who ensnare them with […] up to 100% of the interest […]. Meanwhile, 
the government never dared to order [loan] companies to issue audits of their financial 
conditions transparently […]. Ideally, the guarantee of increasing labor welfare in the 
next year […] can be the mitigation for this problem. (Ariyanti and Nasution 2022) 

 
Women in Indonesia are easy to become members of economically disadvantaged groups. Owing to 
the challenging labor environment, Indonesian women workers have no choice but to request 
assistance from loan companies to satisfy their daily needs, according to the above news report. 
Clearly, the above news report unveils the truth that the authorities in Indonesia do too little to regulate 
the lending market on the one hand, and fail to improve the labor conditions on the other. Like the 
previous news item produced by Konde.co, the above news report is written from the perspective of 
the underprivileged, attempting to draw public attention to the serious issue facing women workers in 
Indonesia.  
 
Besides composing and publishing news stories, Konde.co actively participates in various public events 
with regard to gender equality and media freedom, because Konde.co “views media as an advocacy 
platform for policy change” (Ariyanti 2021). Concerning this aspect, Ariyanti elaborates: 
 

As a media representative, Konde.co delivered a public speech on media ecology and 
women’s lives in Indonesia when we visited the office of the National Commission on 
Women (Komnas Perempuan) and the National Human Rights Commission, where we 
met Zeid Ra’ad Al Husein, the former United Nations High Commissioner for Human 
Rights in 2018 […]. Since 2019, Konde.co has become an expert resource base for 
research on gender and media issues, which is jointly held by the Press Council and the 
University of Indonesia […]. Konde.co’s coverage of public activities held by LGBT and 
minority groups is powerful enough to urge the government sector to provide 
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assistance to victims of sexual violence and marginalized people of the society. 
(Ariyanti 2021) 

 
In the public imagination, independent media are “‘fringe’ by definition” (Lievrouw 2011, 214). 
However, Konde.co’s recent developments are against the imagination. For the purpose of effectively 
advocating women and sexual minorities’ rights, Konde.co strives to work closely with governmental 
agencies and academic institutions at national and international levels. In addition to the 
aforementioned events, Konde.co “made contributions to a report of the Convention on the Elimination 
of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), a report of the Beijing+25 Women’s 
Conference, and an annual report of the Beijing International Women’s Conference Platform for Action” 
(Ariyanti 2021). Funded by the National Commission on Violence against Women, Konde.co also “did 
research on how the media report on sexual violence” (Ariyanti 2021). The result of the Konde.co’s 
investigative work pinpoints the root cause of the problem: “[T]here is no specific law or policy to 
protect women from being sensationalized in public media, resulting in discrimination, stigmatization, 
and sensationalism against women in Indonesia” (Ariyanti 2021). 
 
Konde.co is not only an expert resource base, but also a social movement player. For example, Konde.co 
was a leader engaged “in the advocacy campaign for the banning of the Indonesian Broadcasting 
Commission’s circular letter against the LGBT in 2016” (Ghina 2016). Konde.co also “initiated a public 
campaign against violence and harassment in the world of work” (Nurhadi 2020), not to mention its 
efforts to produce a number of campaign films, such as More than Work – “a film about the image of 
female Indonesian workers in public media, which was nominated for the Documentary Film Festival 
(Festival Film Dokumenter, FFD) in 2019” (Ariyanti 2021). Recent studies, including the journal article 
“Gendered Digital Citizenship: How Indonesian Female Journalists Participate in Gender Activism” by 
Monika Swasti Winarnita et al. (2020), have shown that “Konde.co is a key media organization that 
inspires women to participate in the ‘Me Too’ Movement in Indonesia.” Therefore, it is clear that 
Konde.co is capable of exerting considerable influence on public opinion as well as the policy agenda of 
the authorities.  
 
However, Konde.co’s media social movement is not exempt from tough challenges from opposition 
forces. One notable example is that there were fundamentalist Islamic activists who publicly protested 
against Konde.co due to Konde.co’s reportage of mutʿah marriages – a brief marriage that “is 
contracted for a limited or fixed period and involves the payment of money to the female partner” 
(Encyclopaedia Britannica, n.d.) – in Islamic boarding schools in 2016. Thereafter, this incident became 
a case submitted by the Jakarta Legal Aid Institute and Konde.co to the Press Council and the National 
Anti-Violence against Women Commission (Ariyanti 2021). Another notable example is that a forum 
activity concerning alleged sexual violence held by Konde.co at an Indonesian university was disrupted 
by “a young cleric suspected of committing sexual violence” (Ariyanti 2021) in 2020. Furthermore, 
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Konde.co’s Twitter account was hacked because of the independent media organization’s focus on 
sexual and other social minorities’ rights (Winarnita et al. 2020). Despite these complicated situations, 
Konde.co still continues its work, taking up a role as “a liaison agency between civil movement 
campaigners and alternative media outlets” (Ariyanti 2021) in order to build a deeper, stronger 
relationship with competent journalists and other comparable media organizations in Indonesia: 

 
Konde.co cooperates closely with professional journalists through the Alliance of 
Independent Journalists (AJI) – a public organization consisting of 2000 journalists who 
work in 40 cities across Indonesia […]. Currently, Konde.co collaborates with a number 
of independent media organizations, including Projectmultatuli.org, Remotivi.or.id, 
Indoprogress, IDJN, and Pantau. We act as an independent media network that helps 
extend each other’s work, such as managing the newsrooms, inviting the student press 
to report on media issues, etc., in spite of the fact that we are not officially recognized 
by the government as “media organization”. (Ariyanti 2021) 

 
Unity can create strength against challenges and constraints. Therefore, activists and journalists, 
including the ones for independent media, are anxious to act collectively. Like Bulatlat, Konde.co is, 
according to Ariyanti, working with multiple independent media outlets as a media network for 
expanding the scope of its activism. Receiving enough support from like-minded media organizations 
in Indonesia, Konde.co is able not only to further develop its journalistic and social movement work, but 
also to withstand adverse social conditions in Indonesia, including being protested by fundamentalist 
religious sects and not being “recognized by the government as ‘media organization’” (Ariyanti 2021). 
 
Overall, Bulatlat and Konde.co share certain common characteristics as independent media 
organizations. These common characteristics include the following: (1) activistic, which means that 
Bulatlat and Konde.co, including their operators, such as Arao and Ariyanti, are anxious to make an 
influential social movement (i.e., independent media movement); (2) self-reliant (in terms of their 
journalistic and activist practices); (3) affiliated with social media; and (4) Internet-based. The first two 
common characteristics are important because they can be used as basic criteria for determining 
whether a media organization is independent. However, the last two common characteristics give us 
hints about certain setbacks for the future development of Bulatlat and Konde.co. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



Research Articles Southeast Asian Media Studies Journal | Vol. 4, No. 1, 2022 

KWOK | INDEPENDENT MEDIA | 15 

ISSUES AND CHALLENGES 
 
Funding  
 
According to Burrett (2020), “media always work within economic, legal and political limits” (17). 
Independent media are no exception. In order to continue their work without detriment to social 
movement ethics, activists for independent media generally refuse to request financial support from 
established parties (e.g., state governments and business corporations). Rather, they incline to raise 
funds from the public directly. However, public donations, as can be expected, are not sustainable 
enough to assist them in ensuring long-term growth of their media social movements. Bulatlat and 
Konde.co, for example, have reported that they are disturbed by the lack of funds. Bulatlat’s Arao notes 
that “we do face problems in terms of funding […]. So far, we have been successful because we manage 
to finance our overhead expenses like domain name registration and web hosting” (Arao 2021). 
Konde.co’s Ariyanti also remarks that “Konde.co has received [financial] support from international 
NGOs, associations, foundations, and advertising businesses for the next three years. However, we are 
searching for new ways to get more funding because of a lack of income from advertising” (Ariyanti 
2021). Therefore, besides raising funds from the public, some independent media activists have 
engaged in limited business activities for the purpose of stabilizing their income situation, e.g., 
members of Konde.co. Independent media activists can decide how they get involved in commercial 
matters; nevertheless, this type of “resource exchange” between them and business operators may 
increase their dependence on non-activist parties.  
 
 
Social Media Usage 
 
Another key issue relating to independent media is whether independent media can achieve 
widespread popularity. Some critics have argued that independent media were fringe media 
organizations established by minority groups (Lievrouw 2011), and their online platforms should only 
be regarded as a few experimental media products that were neither able to make citizens pay more 
attention to public problems nor to motivate them to participate in social movements. To tackle this 
issue, independent media activists, including those from Bulatlat and Konde.co, have begun using 
social media (e.g., Twitter and YouTube) to increase their visibility in the eyes of the public. As asserted 
by Ariyanti, “social media are beneficial to Konde.co because […] through the use of social media 
Konde.co can reach more readers” (Ariyanti 2021). Arao also argues that social media “effectively help 
expand [our] readership” (Arao 2021). 
 
However, despite their effectiveness in the formation of public opinion and the generation of protest 
power, social media are technologies “not designed to facilitate activism” (Poell and van Dijck 2016, 



Research Articles Southeast Asian Media Studies Journal | Vol. 4, No. 1, 2022 

KWOK | INDEPENDENT MEDIA | 16 

227). Indeed, “the technological architectures and user policies of social media are primarily informed 
by commercial considerations” (227). This fact implies that independent media activists’ rights of free 
speech can be sacrificed when social media corporations make choices concerning conflicts of interest 
between independent media activists and political powers. Current research has shown that social 
media today have become “a key driver of authoritarianism and repression” (Aim and Tapsell 2021, 3).  
 
Moreover, social media are open to every individual or institution, including government agencies. 
Social media have “given the increased possibilities for monitoring by state security apparatus” 
(Morozov, qtd. in Gerbaudo 2012, 8), posing risks for activists, protestors, and citizens who engage in 
communication through the commercial platforms. For instance, Facebook users are facing censorship 
from state authorities through Facebook: “In Vietnam, [t]he government employs online ‘opinion 
shapers’ who recognize the importance of Facebook in the daily lives of Vietnamese citizens – and 
exploit that by monitoring and reporting them” (York 2014). Regarding this situation, George Chen, 
Facebook’s Public Policy Director for Hong Kong, Taiwan, Mongolia, and Central Asian Countries, 
explains that “although Facebook’s ‘Community Standards’ have been formulated for the prevention 
of the dissemination of inappropriate content, extra checking and blocking systems would be 
implemented with reference to national laws and regional situations in different countries around the 
world” (Taro News 2018). This example shows that social media corporations have developed various 
management mechanisms to monitor online content, and these management mechanisms, as Thomas 
Poell argues, “give state agents and regime supporters the instruments to battle activist social media 
content” (Poell 2015, 198) and curb the free expression of opinions “in order to protect the powerful 
and to limit the spread of ideas and information harmful to their interests” (Kingston 2020, 3). In fact, 
Konde.co had a comparable experience when dealing with Twitter: “Konde.co was briefly restricted in 
its use on Twitter when distributing news articles about Indonesian women who refuse to follow the 
omnibus law” (Ariyanti 2021).  
 
 
The Entire Digital Complex 
 
Visibility is crucial to independent media activists. For them, when more people know the truth, more 
sympathizers and supporters can be made. However, it is certain that “visibility means exposure and 
makes way for control and surveillance” (Melgaço and Monaghan 2018, 9). Recent studies have 
demonstrated that social media corporations are in collaboration with state governments and 
telecommunication companies on matters regarding surveillance. For instance, Poell (2015) posits:  
 

State-led surveillance is made possible by corporate collaboration: telecoms and social 
media companies provide access to a wealth of user data, whereas the security 
industry delivers the necessary surveillance technology (Fuchs 2013; Hayes 2009). The 
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rise of this security-industrial complex is by no means restricted to the US, as 
surveillance technologies are exported globally, and virtually every national state tries 
to force internet companies to cooperate with its surveillance programs. (Poell 2015, 
192) 

 
Concerning the matter of government surveillance, Edward Snowden, a former employee of the USA 
National Security Agency (NSA), reveals that “the US has developed several extensive online 
surveillance programs, of which PRISM and UPSTREAM are the most well known” (Poell 2015, 190). 
For instance, through the PRISM program, “the NSA could systematically fetch user data from the 
major centralized services (Facebook, Google, Microsoft, Yahoo, and others) and could query this data 
at their own discretion” (Bosk et al. 2018, 79). Obviously, these state-led surveillance programs violate 
the digital services users’ privacy rights, which are represented by anonymity that “may liberate a user 
to explore and impart ideas and opinions more than she would [be] using her actual identity” (Office of 
the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights 2015). 
 
The evolution of social movement is based on free transmission of information, by which freedom of 
speech can be fully embodied. To defend this fundamental freedom, independent media activists, such 
as those from Bulatlat and Konde.co, are operating their own platforms, composing news reports, and 
publishing latest messages for grassroots communities on the Internet. They consider this approach 
to social movement practice feasible to uphold freedom of speech, for the reason that this approach 
can, as Castells maintains, facilitate “the construction of the autonomy of the social actor, be it 
individual or collective, vis-à-vis the institutions of society” (Castells 2015, 7). 

  
A number of scholars believed that the Internet could still be a hotspot of information competition. 
Mohamed Zayani (2018) argued that “the Internet became the main battleground between various 
factions and between the state and independent voices” (226). Some also maintained that the medium 
was a conflict zone “between repressive governments that would censor content and those who 
advocate free access for all” (Tkacheva et al. 2013, iii). However, these scholars overlook the key role 
of the USA government in inventing, developing, and governing the Internet (Downing 2001). Moreover, 
as Downing (2018) further notes, “the global telecoms infrastructure – ocean cables, cellphone towers, 
satellites, etc. – is privately owned, or in some cases state-owned, […] giving inordinate power to the 
owners in terms of policies, access and content” (27). For example, “The Internet ‘domain name 
system’, operated by the Internet Network Information Center (InterNIC) […] under the guardianship of 
the National Science Foundation (NSF) […], has been privatized” (Flash, n.d.), implying the non-public 
supervision of the Internet and the centralized control of worldwide digitized information. This digital 
reality suggests that the Internet is hard to be seen as a purely neutral medium where different parties 
can compete with one another on an equal basis. Nowadays, various social movements, including 
independent media movement, rely largely on the Internet to enlist support from the public. Their 
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reliance on the Internet could undoubtedly become an obstacle to the sustainable growth of them, 
especially when state governments worldwide have imposed tougher restrictions on the use of the 
medium (Safenet 2021). The reason is simple: national authorities have a prior interest in investigating 
how the Internet is used to “protect national political […] goals, often to the detriment of the speech 
rights of their own citizenry” (Stein and Sinha 2006, 417). 
 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
Given the above analysis, it is reasonable to argue that independent media are still playing a crucial role 
in providing the public with alternative (or even radical) opinions against established institutions. 
Independent media activists, such as those from Bulatlat and Konde.co, have occupied the best 
position in performing dynamic media social movements by refusing to be silenced by hegemonic 
powers. However, their reliance on the Internet, as pointed out before, is the question under 
consideration. Furthermore, the majority of ordinary people today could have been overwhelmed by 
excessive misinformation (mostly disseminated by social media). Suffering from the saturated 
coverage by state and corporate media, they find it difficult to relate to current social, economic, and 
political problems. Therefore, independent media activists may have to start to develop new means of 
social movement practice that does not depend on any technologies that are invented and governed 
by established institutions, in spite of the fact that independent media activists have successfully 
increased their influence in the real world where ordinary people are conscious of the seriousness of 
media control, rather than being distracted by new technological gimmicks. 
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ABSTRACT 
 
As a show that features live cover performances and a nostalgic cabaret aesthetic, and as a form 
of media often circulated through semi-legal methods, the direct-to-video series starring 
Vietnamese American singers, Paris by Night (1983-present, 134 episodes) necessitates 
contextualization with other supposedly imitative or derivative artistic productions in subaltern 
and diasporic communities. Bhaskar Sarkar, Neepa Majumdar, Stuart Cunningham, and Tina 
Nguyen have rejected the construction that subaltern popular culture operates as an uncreative 
copy of implicitly white American popular culture. While maintaining this rejection of aspiration 
towards whiteness, I suggest that the recovery of transnational belatedness does not necessitate 
eliminating, but rather recentering aspiration and inspiration. While recognizing the ingenuity of 
popular media phenomena like Paris by Night, I shift the focus to participation in transnational 
flows of media rather than assimilation towards American whiteness through popular media. In 
Paris by Night, and Viet Thanh Nguyen’s critique of the show as fictionalized in the 2015 novel The 
Sympathizer, I look through the lens of improvisation to characterize piracy and the cultural copy, 
as well as the aesthetic and political implications that rise out of their simultaneity. These 
improvisatory qualities recenter the transnational aspirations of Paris by Night in relation to a 
queer of color global nightlife. I argue that the improvisatory ethos of Paris by Night as an example 
of nostalgic subaltern global media calls attention to the underemphasized link between queer of 
color aesthetics and subaltern media circulation while necessarily shifting the focus away from a 
universalized American popular culture. 
 
Keywords: media piracy, popular music, queer subculture, Vietnam War 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
On a dimly lit stage at the Euromedia Theatre in France, Trizzie Phương Trinh performs a cover of the 
disco hit, “Everybody Everybody” (1990) by the Italian house music group, Black Box. Donning a glittery 
pantsuit like the one in the music video, she performs hitch-kicks and turns, nearly upstaged by the 
trained dancers behind her clad in black pants and turtlenecks. The technicolor recording suddenly 
fades to a sepia tone, imitating the glamour of old Hollywood movie screens. Then, Trinh sings in 
Vietnamese. Rather, she lip-syncs in Vietnamese – as evident by the delayed sound that follows the 
movement of her mouth and the oddly stable tone of her voice even as she jumps up and down. Like 
many others at Paris by Night, the direct-to-video show hosting Trinh, the performance is a 
Vietnamese-language cover version of a pre-existing song. While it would be easy to dismiss Trinh’s 
performance as unoriginal, if not mediocre, the original song is not in itself wholly original. “Everybody 
Everybody” was one of six songs that led to a copyright lawsuit against Black Box (Newman 2014). The 
band had recruited the African American singer Martha Wash as a demo artist. Without informing or 
crediting her, the band has kept her voice in several songs, including “Everybody Everybody.” Trinh’s 
performance of “Black Box” merely repeats the process of what was already appropriation.  
 
Trinh’s “Everybody Everybody” exemplifies the copycat processes and thus the perception of its larger 
context, Paris by Night, as low brow. The show is part of the phenomenon of transnational media culture 
trends in the Global South, which notably includes grey and black market circulation of American media 
and production of supposedly derivative works inspired by past trends in American popular culture. 
While scholars have rightly pointed to the innovative qualities of what is supposedly subaltern 
belatedness, the danger of refuting the narrative of the cultural copy altogether risks obscuring the 
influences from Black American popular culture. At once, Trinh’s performance gestures towards the 
already mimetic qualities of global pop and the improvisational qualities that precede it as found in the 
popularization of Black diasporic music as American popular music. The deep history in transnational 
and American popular music of cultural recirculation, appropriation, and derivativeness blurs the lines 
between the inventive, the enabling, and the complicit. Either way, these musical strands are bound 
together by the strategy of implicitly or explicitly citing a sonic referent, riffing on it in playful (and 
sometimes uncritical) ways.  
 
I will read the show as guided by the principle of improvisation. By rethinking imitation as improvisation, 
we find not a failed attempt to recreate a reified original, but a potentially critical and creative 
interpretation that stands alone as an art object in and of itself but nonetheless remains tied to the 
aesthetic and economic production models of other aesthetic and material global music flows. The 
production of physical and cultural copies in Paris by Night reveals the processual link between what 
has been understood as mimicry and improvisation, recentering the transnational aspirations of Paris 
by Night in relation to a queer of color global nightlife. 
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ORIGINS OF PARIS BY NIGHT 
 
The variety show Paris by Night features live performances, historical skits, and speeches starring 
mostly Vietnamese Americans. It is produced by Thuy Nga Productions, pictured in Figure 1, an initially 
Paris-based company founded in 1963 that has since relocated to Orange County (Cunningham and 
Nguyen, 81). The company released the first episode of Paris by Night in 1983, notably after the 
Liberation or Fall of Saigon (30 April 1975). The show was created as part of the company’s founding 
mission to produce tape recordings of Vietnamese singers and respond to the growing demand for 
Vietnamese-language media in post-1975 refugee communities.1 Like other forms of popular media 
intended for the working class, especially people of color, Paris by Night has been dismissed by 
American-centric scholars as derivative. This is largely because these media forms tend to explicitly 
appropriate and borrow from American mainstream media and are often disseminated illegally or 
semi-legally (Carruthers 135). In particular, Paris by Night cites pre-existing media through the 
performance of cover songs. Like other subaltern media, Paris by Night videos largely circulated outside 
of official economies. Pirated copies could be found in the United States and even in Vietnam, where 
they were temporarily banned. This claim has been undone by scholars like Tina Nguyen and Stuart 
Cunningham (1999), and Nhi Lieu (2007), who focus on the role of Paris by Night in shaping a sense of 
Vietnamese diasporic culture. Nguyen, Cunningham, and Lieu mention how the VCR makes possible 
the construction of a Vietnamese American identity as it is disseminated within the domestic sphere.  
 
While Lieu briefly mentions the grey market circulation of Paris by Night, and Cunningham and Nguyen 
connect this phenomenon to the accessibility of narrowcast media, they do not dwell on the effects of 
media piracy on their major theme of identity formation. Following scholars of global media culture like 
Bhaskar Sarkar and Neepa Majumdar, I find that the aesthetics and economics of the show are 
mutually constituted, operating upon a creative culture of the copy – both physical and cultural. These 
two elements converge through a focus on the improvisational. 
 
First, existing scholarship on Paris by Night focuses on its role as a memory archive and in its capacity 
to assimilate Vietnamese American people into American popular music. There is a large body of 
scholarship on alternative memory archives, especially in the work of queer theorists like Jack 
Halberstam and Elizabeth Freeman. Halberstam’s framework of queer time “suggest[s] new ways of 
understanding the nonnormative behaviors that have clear but not essential relations to gay and 
lesbian subjects” (Halberstam 2005, 2). Freeman similarly looks to other nonnormative situations that 
subvert capitalist time and history.  
 

 
1  Prior to the 1980s, most Vietnamese refugees consumed Chinese-language media because of their usual inclusion of 

Vietnamese subtitles and the lack of Asian representation in United States-based media (Nguyen and Cunningham 1999, 
82). 
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Like Freeman, I emphasize the aesthetics of sentimentality and nostalgia in popular performances of 
queerness. This occurs through the reenactment or referencing of past artistic objects, specifically 
those that might already be deemed campy. Freeman identifies aesthetic “anachronisms” that are 
particularly queer, including “Hollywood weepies” and “gold lamé disco shorts” (Freeman 2010, xvii). 
Queer improvisation largely consists of old Hollywood and disco throwbacks. She draws from 
Bourdieu’s concept of habitus and its “regulated improvisations,” further forming a musical analogy by 
describing the “rhythms of gift exchange” (4). The particular reenactments of Paris by Night, which 
reference the queer nostalgic Hollywood culture Freeman describes, are especially valent because of 
their subaltern circulation. 
 
Improvisation is a word that has been taken for granted in queer theory. As I turn to queer theory to 
understand memory archives and assimilation, it is vital to point out the use of improvisation in cultural 
studies (particularly in regards to African American popular culture) and the fact that histories of queer 
subcultures are indebted to Black, queer cultural production. Moten (2003) defines improvisation 
primarily in relation to Black performance,2 but also uses the term in a slightly more capacious way, 
reaching towards these broader solidarities. Moten envisions improvisation throughout his work, 
including In the Break (2003) and Black and Blur (2017), as an ideal towards which to strive. Moten 
lingers on the thematic of improvisation not only as a broad performance technique, but also as a kind 
of ethos of creativity and futurity that guides everyday performance. 
 
As such, I pivot to formal theories of improvisation as a jazz technique to describe the cover as a form 
of improvisation. In addition to the queer histories that Paris by Night references, these performances 
are also indebted to traditions of African American popular music. Steven Feld (1996) and T. Carlis 
Roberts (2011) rightly describe American pop music as a “euphemism” for African American pop music, 
itself a product of African “cultural material” and “elements from other racial/cultural groups” (Roberts 
2011, 23) while still appearing to be “a de facto white genre” (22). Ethnomusicologists, such as 
Georgina Born et al. (2017) and Christopher Small (1998) have described improvisation as a form of 
social subversion. While there are some literal examples of improvisation in Paris By Night, a parallel, 
pseudo-mode of improvisation occurs in the form of the cover. Usually, in the most popular form of 
jazz, musicians riff over a set melody.  
 
Second, through Paris by Night, media piracy can be understood as a form of improvisation. Bhaskar 
Sarkar’s (2016) article, “Media Piracy and the Terrorist Boogeyman: Speculative Potentiations” asserts 
that subaltern media producers – broadly defined – reconceptualize the category of global media 
through and by way of piracy. The piratical has been considered parasitic, belated, and mimetic (Serres 
2011, Suzuki 2014, Bhabha 1994). Instead, Sarkar finds it to be a source of innovation and creativity. 

 
2  “See, black performance has always been the ongoing improvisation of a kind of lyricism of the surplus – invagination, 

rupture, collision, augmentation” (Moten 2003, 26). 
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One principle undergirding South Asian piratical media and media production is jugaad, a Hindi term 
that “refers to quick and resourceful problem solving that fosters a culture of constant improvisation 
with flexibility, frugality, and simplicity as its keywords” (Sarkar 2016, 358). In this instance, Sarkar 
borrows the musical term ‘improvisation’ to characterize the do-it-yourself ethos of subaltern media 
production. Without naming improvisation, other scholars in global media studies have pointed to the 
unplanned nature and limited resources that often characterize subaltern production. Sarkar’s use of 
the term comments upon the economic modality, but I will also emphasize its musical connotations to 
map out the connection between subaltern media as a memory archive and as a mode of transnational 
cultural production. The physical copying of media through illicit circulation is also a part of queer 
improvisation, as it creates queer social structures while subverting capitalist production. More 
specifically, I use improvisation to situate current discussions of piracy. 
 

 
Figure 1. Producing Paris by Night. Source: Thuy Nga Productions 
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Improvisation foregrounds cultural studies work on African American popular culture as a niche and as 
subsumed by mainstream American pop culture. Improvisation, a broad umbrella of performance 
methods especially written about in jazz music, has been extended by Fred Moten (2003) to describe 
a playful and critical mode of processing history and, as I will show, has been an implicit model in 
subaltern popular culture. In In the Break, Moten hovers on the thematic of improvisation not only as a 
broad performance technique, but also as a kind of ethos that guides aesthetic expressions of racial 
identity and anti-imperialist subversion. Improvisation, then, is a term that brings together the 
transnational modes of material subaltern circulation, the queer Hollywood cultural archives from 
which it draws, and its relationship to African American popular cultural production, jazz in particular. 
It ties histories of race in the United States to broader diasporic connections in music and its circulation. 
The production of physical and cultural copies in Paris by Night reveals the processual link between 
what has been understood as mimicry and improvisation via a queer of color critique. 
 
 

ELABORATIONS ON AESTHETIC AND MATERIAL IMPROVISATION 
 
Improvisation is a method of performance and criticism that involves interpreting history through a 
restaging of existing media. By allowing almost-forgotten cultural objects to persist, queer 
improvisation transmutes cultural objects from static, singular works into ideas that exist in each of 
their reinterpretation’s spanning time. The original object functions similarly to a set of phrases or 
melodies in a jazz tune, which modulates, shapeshifts, and comes to life again as each instrumentalist 
riffs on the original melody. New iterations give rise to new artistic ideas, playful twists, and alternative 
affective frameworks through which a trace of the original remains identifiable. Performers riff on the 
original art object and challenge the audience to reframe it historically and in terms of gender and race. 
 
Improvisation manifests in four primary ways. First, the performance references an aesthetic of queer 
camp. Second, queer improvisations of memory occur in the abstract, temporal sense as articulated by 
Jack Halberstam (2005) and Elizabeth Freeman (2010) in their theorization of queer time. Halberstam 
articulates queer time to “suggest new ways of understanding the nonnormative behaviors that have 
clear but not essential relations to gay and lesbian subjects” (Halberstam 2005, 2). Queerness for 
Halberstam not only refers to obviously gay relationships, but other social structures and ways of living 
that subvert the heterosexual family unit and capitalist modes of production. Halberstam gives the 
example of Batman and Catwoman in Tim Burton’s 1992-film Batman Returns, where “they were not 
man and woman, they were bat and cat, or latex and rubber” (Halberstam 1992). Freeman similarly 
looks to other nonnormative situations that subvert capitalist time and history.  
 
The processes of improvisation that I identify in Paris by Night and its fictionalization in the novel The 
Sympathizer (2015) reveal the potentiality of sentimentality to reframe the influences from which this 
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iteration of Vietnamese diasporic cultural production draws. First, I describe the nostalgic queer camp 
of Paris by Night and its relationship to queer of color club culture, upon which queer studies scholars 
like José Esteban Muñoz and Joshua Chambers Letson have usefully elaborated (Letson 2018). Second, 
I establish the genre of cover performances, which reinterpret songs that have already been performed, 
as improvisational. Finally, I will assert the relationship between media piracy and queer time with a 
focus on the new socialities they create. 
 
 

VISUAL CAMP AND GENRE THROWBACKS 
 
Beginning with its name, Paris by Night overtly references a sentimental aesthetic through the overused 
trope of Paris as a romantic city. The possibly clichéd strategy of aspiring to the quintessential French 
city as an aesthetic ideal is further complicated by the subject position of Vietnamese singers, given 
the history of French colonial rule in Vietnam. Singers perform predominantly Vietnamese-language 
songs, either in the original Vietnamese or another language, but often enough sing in English and 
French (and occasionally Spanish). Singers perform a mix of melancholic ballads and upbeat pop songs. 
In either case, camp is ever-present, as evident in the glitzy garb of the performers in Figure 2. One 
representative case is Trizzie Phương Trinh’s performance of the disco hit, “Everybody” by the Italian 
house music group Black Box (Thuy Nga 2020). The technicolor VHS recording fades to a sepia tone, 
imitating the glamour of old Hollywood movie screens. But the eponymous Paris is not necessarily 
fixed to its geographical location, and also references nightclub culture in the United States. Not only is 
Trinh’s performance linked both to subaltern and African American house music singers, but one 
performance of “La vie en rose” seems more instrumentally similar to Grace Jones’s version than Edith 
Piaf’s original version. Ý Lan’s performance of “La vie en rose” begins with a slow swing rhythm, then 
transitions to a conga-backed percussive instrumentation. Some of her improvisatory vocal runs are 
almost identical to those in Grace Jones’s recorded version. She sings in a similarly full-bodied and 
throaty, rather than breathy, voice (Thuy Nga 2020). It is significant that Trinh’s performance 
references Jones’s version given that Jones’s disco stagings have been regarded as reconfiguring 
conventional understandings of racialized femininity through her experimental popular performance 
strategies (Anderson 1993; Keeling 2019; Kershaw 1997; Lobato 2007; Royster 2009). The 
performance, then, ties her to queer of color aesthetics and innovation in popular music rather than 
so-called tradition. 
 
The particular kind of camp that has arisen out of the Global South in the 1990s until today was treated 
with condescension in early scholarly responses and today in popular discourse. Neepa Majumdar 
(2022) describes the “condescension of Western responses to Indian cinema” in 1980s film reviews 
(93). The Bollywood films that she addresses highlight the theme of marginality in glitzy pop disco 
camp, whether it be the racial and ethnic marginality of characters from the Global South or the queer 
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marginality of gay subcultures (95). Erin Suzuki (2014) argues that the related aesthetic of cheese, 
which similarly relies on visual excess and lateness, can be critical but can often fall “into a cultural 
narrative of belatedness” (58). Suzuki uses the example of K-pop singer Psy, whose “Gangnam Style” 
is a critique of not only South Korean capitalism, but the U.S. capitalist glamour to which it aspires. Its 
reception in the West obliterated much of the staged critique. Asian American Studies scholar Nhi Lieu 
(2007), while also attentive to the potentiality of Paris by Night as a tool for social bonding, nonetheless 
frames the aesthetics of the show as “recycled” (205). This term undermines the potential creativity in 
modernizing already-performed songs; it comes close to the Western condescension that Majumdar 
describes and certainly falls into the limiting narrative of belatedness that Suzuki articulates. 
 

 
Figure 2. Paris By Night 123, 2017. Source: Thuy Nga Productions  

 
Lieu (2007) portrays Paris by Night as a form of hybrid media. While attentive to Vietnamese creativity, 
she ultimately characterizes the incorporation of American popular music in the show as a form of 
American assimilation. An important component to Paris by Night most often used to illustrate the 
show’s cultural belatedness is the performance of cover songs. As of now, the scholarship on subaltern 
circulation still tends to center, even when challenging, white hegemony. Anthropologist Ashley 
Carruthers (2016) sees Paris by Night as part of a trend in Vietnamese music in the 1980s that 
incorporates what he calls “Western pop” (137). Carruthers describes the “Western-influenced Tan 
nhac (new or modern music) [and] bilingual covers of contemporary American pop songs” performed 
at music variety shows like Paris by Night (124). He establishes the performance of covers as proof of 
Vietnamese musicians’ aspiration towards a modernity coded white and American (124). Carruther’s 
position on Vietnamese American music is part of a more general trend in popular music discourse in 
which the mainstream obscures the global cultural material from which it draws.  
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Even Lawrence Lessig (2004), who recognizes the value of some forms of piracy, sees subaltern piracy 
as derivative. He condemns what he sees as uncreative copying that occurs in Eastern Europe and Asia, 
which Sarkar (2021) points out furthers a bourgeois and U.S.-centric agenda of good aesthetic taste 
and creativity. Not ignoring the role of physical piracy in the question of cultural creativity, it is helpful 
to turn to scholars like Lobato, Sarkar, and Majumdar, who have affirmed the value of grey market 
material copying and the link between aesthetic imitation and material recirculation. Some scholars, 
like Arjun Appadurai, have turned to a more transnational perspective, but have nonetheless left out 
comparative racial contexts from their recovery of cultural borrowing. Despite attempts to untangle 
subaltern cultural production with ideas of negative belatedness, mimicry, and assimilation towards 
white hegemony, it is necessary to keep in mind the Black cultural production that has come out of 
hegemonic nation-states. Scholars who discuss jazz studies, such as T. Carlis Roberts (2011), Fiona 
Ngo (2014), and Jairo Moreno (2016) remind us of this crucial contradiction, which is why the racialized 
contexts of improvisation are useful to this discussion. 
 
 

CAMP AND QUEER NIGHTLIFE 
 
In addition to examining the economic circulation and audiovisual aesthetics in Paris by Night, I now turn 
to The Sympathizer, Viet Thanh Nguyen’s novel that stages a dialectical critique through the eyes of a 
Vietnamese Communist double agent undercover in the United States after the fall of Saigon. This 
central character interweaves the narration of his journey as exile, agent, and refugee with wry 
commentary on literature, philosophy, and cinema (Prabhu 2018, 388). Viet Thanh Nguyen’s The 
Sympathizer can be read as a spy novel, Bildungsroman, or Vietnam War narrative. It can also be read 
as a bricolage of overt and covert cultural references, including the direct-to-video show, Paris by Night. 
As one of few intertextual Vietnamese American references in the novel, The Sympathizer's fictionalized 
form of Paris by Night provides insight into its implications as a transnational mode of cultural 
production. Its fictional version helpfully renders legible the affective dimensions of experiencing Paris 
by Night. While this is a work of fiction, Nguyen’s reading of the show provides insight into its affective 
potentiality, which cannot be fully accounted for by tracing its material circulation and even by 
analyzing interviews. Nguyen’s exaggerated first-hand account of Paris by Night more importantly 
serves as a critique. As one of few scholarly-based works that begins to realize its value, an 
understanding of Paris by Night demands deep engagement with The Sympathizer. 
 
While not a central plot device, at least in the first novel of Nguyen’s ongoing Sympathizer series, a 
fictionalization and interpretation of Paris by Night, serves as a resting place for the narrator. It occupies 
a taken-for-granted role in the novel as a space of habituation, mirroring the real-life show’s gradual 
and largely understudied impact as a form of Vietnamese American media and popular music video 
production more broadly. The character and Nguyen himself critique ideology of U.S. capitalism and the 
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Communist movement in Vietnam, particularly as enacted through culture. Overlooked in readings of 
Nguyen’s dialectical critique are a series of scenes featuring Vietnamese singers performing covers of 
original songs in cabaret-like venues. The narrator attends these sentimental cabaret performances to 
drink, cry, and bond with other audience members. Together, the performances reference Paris by 
Night. Popular amongst Vietnamese former refugees but regarded as sappy by some younger 
generations, the show and its fictional counterpart feature kitschy visual aesthetics, melodramatic 
ballads, and moralistic commentary by its MCs.  
 
With a focus on popular music production, Nguyen’s interpretation of Paris by Night in The Sympathizer 
and the show itself challenge the perceived dominance of a homogenous American pop music. Instead, 
Nguyen’s portrayal and the show itself illuminate how Vietnamese performers and audiences adapt 
and contribute to alternative transnational music trends via improvisation. Vietnamese performers are 
indeed innovative but they are aspirational – this aspiration is not always to whiteness, but to a mode 
of resistance characterized by improvisation as interpreted from African American popular cultural 
production. Nguyen emphasizes the campy aesthetics of Paris by Night, unintentionally exposing its 
relationship to cabarets in the United States – and more broadly, queer of color nightlife and 
belatedness as a subaltern practice. In this reading, it is important to recall the racialized history of 
cabarets in the United States. Scholars of club culture, such as Joshua Chambers Letson (2018) in After 
the Party, Lauren Berlant and Michael Warner (1998) in “Sex in Public,” and José Esteban Muñoz (1999) 
in Disidentifications necessarily emphasize that queer subcultures of the 1990s overlap and originate 
from African American popular culture. In Scene of the Harlem Cabaret, Shane Vogel (2009) points to an 
earlier moment of queer subculture in his exploration of Harlem cabarets.  
 
In The Sympathizer, Nguyen pokes fun at the perceived campy belatedness but also finds potential in its 
impact on social bonds. The narrator attends a revue called Fantasia mainly for the purpose of watching 
a performance by Lana, one of his love interests and the daughter of General of the Army of the 
Republic of Vietnam (ARVN). The dynamics of the scene convey Nguyen’s concern for the potential 
these live performances must proliferate untrue stereotypes of Vietnamese cultural belatedness. The 
revue takes place at a second-rate, slightly seedy hotel with an aura of old Hollywood kitsch:  
 

Once a swinging establishment on Hollywood Boulevard for celebrities in the black-
and- white era, the Roosevelt was now as unfashionable as a silent film star... But the 
best-dressed people in the hotel appeared to be my fellow countrymen, bedecked in 
sequins, polyester, and attitude as we headed to the lounge where Fantasia waited. 
(Nguyen 2015, 234)  

 
Seen from the narrator’s point of view, the Fantasia attendees dress in a manner that is obviously dated 
and somewhat tacky in its exaggerated formality – much like the audience and performers at Paris by 
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Night. In one episode of the live taping, the female co-host wears a polyester-looking dress with a 
bright 70s-pattern and shiny sequins – an outfit as over-the-top as the ones the narrator describes in 
the passage quoted above. Many younger generations of Vietnamese Americans reject the show as 
“kitschy,” in part due to its belated aesthetics and overproduction (Huang 2014). The narrator echoes 
the derision of these dissatisfied viewers, praising his friends’ apparel ironically and sarcastically 
referring to their late arrival to “Hollywood’s fashionable moment” (Nguyen 2015, 234).  
 
However, the narrator’s ironic disparagement of his “fellow countrymen” (Nguyen 2015, 234), which 
alludes to demeaning stereotypes of immigrants as provincial, seems to reveal his self-consciousness 
and fear of being perceived as a perpetual foreigner. In a way, the narrator’s embarrassment seems to 
invite solidarity and a form of collective bonding with other Vietnamese American refugees. Despite 
the distancing implied by his irony, the narrator’s perception of his compatriots’ unfashionable 
belatedness and their inability to fit in reflects the alienation he faces on a daily basis. Frequently called 
a “bastard,” (18) yelled at by his superiors, and working in a secretive occupation, the narrator typically 
represses his feelings of un-belonging to avoid endangering his sense of self and even his life. But the 
repetition of belated camp through Paris by Night vis-à-vis Fantasia allows him to confront his 
alienation. The solidarity made possible by the embarrassment and thrill of camp tempers his out-of-
placeness and even produces pleasure.  
 
While mitigating the narrator’s emotional isolation and connecting him with others who share the same 
racial and cultural marginalization, these live performances do not merely accept perpetual alienation. 
Nguyen emphasizes the role of costumes in shaping perceptions of gender. Performers can defy 
gendered expectations through costuming, particularly the roles that Vietnamese people are consigned 
to in the dominant white, imperialist narrative. For example, Lana chooses to style herself in a way that 
rejects the Asian female stereotypes she would be confined to in the mainstream culture industry. 
Lana’s outfit, “a red velvet bustier, a leopard-print miniskirt, black lace gloves, and thigh-high leather 
boots with stiletto heels,” (Nguyen 237) incorporates 50s cabaret and 60s pop aesthetics. She goes by 
one name, “like John, Paul, George, Ringo, and Mary” (237). Nguyen includes this elaboration of Lana’s 
sexy stage persona to set the scene for the narrator’s later flirtation with her, but inadvertently reveals 
how live performances can challenge normative representation in the memory industry. By inserting 
herself into Euro- American popular culture, Lana rejects stereotypes of Vietnamese women as victims 
of war crimes, dangerous Communists, or idealized love interests. In American narratives of the 
Vietnam War, as the narrator notes, Vietnamese women in modest áo dàis (Vietnamese dresses with 
slits on the side, usually worn over flowy pants) stood in as “implicit metaphor[s] for our country as a 
whole, wanton and yet withdrawn” (114). Unlike these characters, Lana exercises some degree of 
control over the ways in which her audiences sexualize her – using this opportunity to style herself in 
a way that rejects the trope of submissive Asian femininity. She improvises a persona that combines 
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cabaret sultriness with British pop masculinity, creating a distinct role for herself beyond the shallow 
archetypes that exist for Asian women in American media. 
 
While Nguyen’s portrayal of the narrator’s sequin dress and Lana’s gender-bent performance reveal 
the productive possibilities of sentimentality, the narrator does not fully embrace the queer potential 
of camp. At one performance, the narrator characterizes the song “Black is Black” as the “theme song 
of riotous Saigonese decadence … the singer winking over his shoulder à la Mae West” (113). Through 
the narrator, Nguyen implies that Paris by Night is unconsciously understood by its viewers as queer. In 
his reaction to other live performances, the narrator asserts his heterosexuality in an attempt to 
dissociate from feminized emotion. Much to the narrator’s surprise, “The heterosexually certified 
bankers and military men absolutely loved him, roaring approval at every flagrant pelvic gesture of 
flirtation from the singer’s extraordinarily tight satin pants” (113). Given the narrator’s distrust of what 
he perceives as material and emotional excess – camp, kitsch, sentimentality – his condescending tone 
towards the singer, who is obviously coded as gay, is not surprising. The description of the male singer’s 
flirtatious dance style, physically revealing pants, and affectations reminiscent of Mae West, both a 
woman and gay icon, reinforces stereotypes of gay men as flamboyant, feminine, and over-the-top.  
 
Furthermore, the narrator conflates queerness with decadence, an aesthetic that he then asserts as a 
metonym for Saigon. The narrator’s reaction to the song makes evident his unconscious homophobia. 
Unlike the “certified heterosexuals” (113) who embrace the singer’s performance, even if briefly in a 
shared moment of abandon that does not really threaten their straight credentials, the narrator cannot 
bring himself to let down his emotional guard. In the effort to maintain his masculine control at all 
costs, the narrator appears to miss an opportunity to embrace queer affect as a way to challenge 
normative heterosexual masculinity. While the narrator should not be conflated with Nguyen, it is clear 
that Nguyen’s portrayal of the queer-coded singer falters between the critical and the enabling. While 
Nguyen seems to be pointing out the narrator’s homophobia, his privileging of masculine 
disaffectedness throughout the novel limits this critique. Ultimately, this passage indicates how 
whatever potential arises from the aesthetic of queer camp may be limited by the preconceived notions 
and sometimes, unconscious homophobia, of its viewers.  
 
 

QUEER TIME: TRANSNATIONAL INFLUENCES 
 
Cover performances not only engender queer social relations but use audiovisual techniques to subvert 
hegemonic popular form. The performance of covers is often cited to illustrate the show’s cultural 
belatedness. Ashley Carruthers (2016) describes the “Western-influenced Tan nhac (new or modern 
music) [and] bilingual covers of contemporary American pop songs” (124) performed at music variety 
shows like Paris by Night. He establishes the performance of covers as proof of Vietnamese musicians’ 
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aspiration towards a modernity coded white and American (124). He acknowledges the appeal to 
Vietnamese audiences in Communist Vietnam, but primarily because of the supposed allure of its 
“technical accomplishment, high production values, and cosmopolitan aura” (136). He even argues that 
diasporic music “demonstrates the failure of national culture to meet consumers’ needs from within 
local cultural and economic resources” (136-7), presenting an American-centric view that ignores the 
more complicated conditions of cultural production in Vietnam. These include government instability, 
economic effects in a post-warzone area, and U.S. monopoly on newly globalized markets. As 
previously mentioned, Lieu describes the performance of covers as a process of “recycling.” However, 
she also sees this as an effort to “display the talents of the artists rather than the artistry of the songs 
themselves” (205). 
 
Beyond simply highlighting the artists, riffing upon older songs can make visible geopolitical and racial 
intimacies. Lieu cites a performance of the song “America” from West Side Story at one performance of 
Paris by Night, describing how it reformulates the song to sound the interconnectedness of racial 
discrimination and poverty for Vietnamese audiences. She cites this performance as a display of what 
performers “believe exemplifies American culture to Vietnamese audiences,” (211) still emphasizing 
the framework of assimilation. Alternately, this instance can also be read as one of many examples of 
the ways Vietnamese producers insert themselves into broader conversations about communities of 
color, albeit somewhat clumsily, via a musical widely critiqued for its lack of inclusion of Latinx 
performers and for perpetuating stereotypes about Puerto Rican immigrants in the United States. This 
cover performance resituates and improvises creative output about both a Chicanx experience and a 
Vietnamese American experience. Recalling again how Halberstam and Freeman note the importance 
of alternative socialities and not only explicitly gay relationships as key to queer time, affective bonds 
across subaltern collectives are included within these alternative socialities. 
 
Bạch Yến, pictured in Figure 3, employs globalized music techniques in her cover of “Malagueña 
Salerosa” in Paris by Night 14, similarly forging affective intimacies outside of the Vietnamese and 
American binary (Thuy Nga 2020). To do this, Yến employs vocal techniques common amongst singers 
of rancheros and boleros said to produce extreme emotion. “Malagueña Salerosa” is a Huapango song 
in which the singer addresses his niña hermosa, or beautiful girl, proclaiming his desire and lamenting 
that she has refused his love. Latin American Studies scholars Vanessa Knights and Lawrence La 
Fountain-Stokes note the popularity of unrequited love and unfulfilled desire in Latin American and 
Mexican canciónes rancheras and boleros rancheros, commonly associated with the musical aesthetic of 
filin. A technique used to produce this aesthetic is portamento, “the lengthening of syllables at the end 
of the phrase” (Knights 2013, 87).  
 
In addition to using this technique, Yến sings in a husky timbre and low register. These are stylistic 
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choices characteristic of bolero singers like La Lupe and Chavela Vargas. Knights sees the genre of 
rancheros as opening up space for ambiguous gender performance.  
 

 
Figure 3. Bạch Yến, 1991. Source: Thuy Nga Productions. 

 
Following this performative potentiality, Yến sings a song that is traditionally understood as a ballad 
for a man to sing to a woman and does not change the feminine pronouns of the ballad’s addressee. 
While stylistically different, it is easy to see how these genres of music confluence with other songs 
commonly performed at Paris by Night, including more traditional Vietnamese songs called Cải Lương 
(Haï 2001). As musicologist Haï notes, themes of absent love are also popular in Vietnamese popular 
music during and after the Vietnam War. Vocalists who sing more traditional Vietnamese music employ 
similar techniques that imply emotional excess. Yến emphasizes this commonality to her audience, 
pausing during a musical interlude to paraphrase the lyrics in Vietnamese. As musicologist Jairo Moreno 
(2016) notes, the violence of the U.S. empire and racial relations made possible a global market for 
Latin American music as well as for American jazz heavily influenced by Latin American music (138). 
Performances like Yến’s, which borrow from other global folk music traditions, point to the hybridity of 
Vietnamese popular music that circumvents the American-Vietnamese binary. Rather than assimilate 
to American whiteness, the performance reveals the global music trends upon which American pop 
music depends, and asserts Vietnamese participation amongst these trends. The performance has the 
potential to reveal what Lisa Lowe refers to as the affective intimacies between continents, as shared 
musical motifs of absent love and tragedy reflect shared pasts of war and empire (Lowe 2015).  
 
Improvisation is not always recuperative. Sometimes, it is inextricably entangled with white-coded 
queerness in American popular culture and the dehistoricized hybridity of American popular music. 
Nguyen admits that some Paris by Night performances do in fact simplify and even obscure historical 
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contexts. West Side Story (1957) is itself a musical that capitalizes upon the imperial archive of Latin 
American rhythms in popular American jazz (Moreno 2016). Other Paris by Night performances 
rearrange Vietnamese and Euro-American pop songs by adding or exaggerating similar musical 
stylings appropriated from Latin American folk and jazz. In his article for The Diplomat, Dinh Duy (2016) 
writes about the popularity of pre-1975 bolero songs amongst Vietnamese singers, who even perform 
on specialized Vietnamese language shows like Solo with Boléro and Boléro Idol. While these trends have 
been widely discussed on Vietnamese websites, scholarship on Vietnamese popular music overlooks 
these linkages in favor of a more linear process of Americanization. The focus on United States cultural 
production ignores the presence of other global music trends both in Paris by Night and Euro-American 
music.  
 
One song frequently performed is “Khi Xưa Ta Bé,” with Vietnamese lyrics composed by Pham Duy. It 
was performed in Paris by Night episodes 63, 95, 108, and in an International Dance Special episode. 
This is a cover performance of “Bang Bang (My Baby Shot Me Down),” an American pop ballad first 
performed by Nancy Sinatra. Two performances remove even the romantic sadness of the original song 
to project an illusion of multi-ethnic harmony. In Mai Tiến Dũng and Hương Giang’s performance of 
“Khi Xưa Ta Bé” in Paris by Night 95, the two singers are accompanied by two acoustic guitarists who 
employ flamenco-style strumming and improvisational flourishes, two background vocalists exercising 
call-and-response singing techniques, and a conga drummer. Tú Quyên’s version in Paris by Night 63 
employs a more generic hybrid pop instrumentation with a still recognizably Latin string motif (Thuy 
Nga 2021, LK Khi Xưa Ta Bé). More noticeable are the flamenco-inspired dresses that Tú and her female 
backup dancers wear and the Latin ballroom steps that they perform. These tropes contribute to what 
Nguyen sees as forgetting the traumas of the past. In these cases, the productive potential of 
improvising as a critical performance method is overshadowed by the tendency in American popular 
music to remove global music from historical contexts (Roberts 2011). 
 
While Viet Thanh Nguyen is similarly wary of the potential dehistoricizing performances of Paris by 
Night, his interpretation of a “Bang Bang” cover can be viewed through a more hopeful lens. The 
narrator in The Sympathizer notes that Lana, the performer and his love interest, sings in French, 
Vietnamese, and English, citing lines from Pham Duy’s Vietnamese version. In his account of her 
performance, the narrator muses:  
 

All I wanted was to immolate myself in a night with her to remember forever … [Lana] 
had grown up in a city where gangsters were once so powerful the army fought them 
in the streets. Saigon was a metropolis where grenade attacks were commonplace, 
terror bombings not unexpected, and wholesale invasion by the Viet Cong a communal 
experience. What did Nancy Sinatra know when she sang bang bang? To her, those were 
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bubble-gum pop lyrics. Bang bang was the sound track of our lives. (Nguyen 2015, 237-
8)  

 
A multilingual cover that emphasizes tragedy and melodrama, this fictionalization closely resembles 
Thanh Lan’s renowned 1989-version of “Khi Xưa Ta Bé.” The similarity between her name and Lana’s 
is no coincidence; Lan is a frequent Paris by Night performer in the predominant genre of tragic ballads. 
In his reimagination, Nguyen presents the trilingual “Bang Bang” not as an imitation of Sinatra’s, but 
an emotional and historical upgrade. He describes images of war to set the scene for a more concrete 
reference. Imagining immolating himself, the narrator tacitly alludes to Thích Quảng Đức’s self-
immolation in protest of the U.S.-supported Diem-government. The narrator experiences a historical, 
collective emotion, describing how Lana transforms the song about two lovers into one about war. In 
the narrator’s eyes, it is the so-called original that is merely cute and shallow. Compared to Sinatra’s 
“bubble-gum pop lyrics,” Lana’s “sound track of our lives” holds a deeper historical and affective 
meaning.  
 
The narrator calls Lana’s version “the enigmatic story of two lovers who, regardless of having known 
each other since childhood, or because of knowing each other since childhood, shoot each other down 
… Bang bang was the sound of memory’s pistol firing into our heads, for we could not forget love, we 
could not forget war, we could not forget lovers, we could not forget enemies, we could not forget 
home, and we could not forget Saigon” (238). Lana’s rendition is a story about lovers turned enemies 
during war. Pushed to its most literal context, “Bang Bang” in the context of Saigon could be taken as 
a love song about star-crossed lovers from ARVN and Viet Cong forces. Because many families were 
separated as they migrated across the 17th Parallel in accordance with their political stance, it was in 
fact common for members of the same family to fight on different sides of the war. Lana’s performance 
alludes not to a pre-war Saigon, but a Saigon where the borders between home and war, lovers and 
enemies become indistinguishable. Lana’s performance rehistoricizes “Bang Bang,” making it into a 
song about the Vietnam War rather than simply a song about two (presumably heterosexual) lovers 
who, in their youth, played a childhood game with imaginary guns.  
 
 

QUEER TIME: THE MATERIAL COPY 
 
Challenging the assumption that these habits of media circulation and production reiterate imperialist 
formations of an advanced United States and belated Global South, much has been written about the 
potential for popular subaltern media to reframe U.S. cultural production and for grey market 
circulation to subvert the normative economy. Less has been written about how these alternate media 
structures and economies are part of the aesthetic process. First of all, covers were especially popular 
because copyrights were rarely enforced (Lieu 2007, 205). Secondly, these reframed narratives that 
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emerged out of Paris by Night performances copying and revising older narratives proliferate as 
material copies in non-normative ways.  
 
The show’s predominant circulation amongst pirate economies can be linked to the perceived aesthetic 
failure of cover performances like Trinh’s that produce what has been described by scholars as a culture 
of leisure (De Kosnik 2016, Radway 1991, Modleski 2008). What are the affective dimensions of this 
show that allow it to be consumed as a product of leisure, and what existing leisure cultures does it 
draw from? How does the issue of aesthetic belatedness relate to the literally late physical copy? The 
show is, after all, embroiled in both creative borrowing and illicit economic practices. This calls attention 
to the supposed original nature of the media from which Vietnamese diasporic media explicitly draws. 
Lai stated in an interview with Carolyn Valverde, “After working all day, they [Viet Kieu, or overseas 
Vietnamese] want to be able to sing, dance, whatever, in the evening. Paris By Night is based on the 
desire for this type of leisure distraction” (2003). Lai alludes to the working conditions that Vietnamese 
diasporic communities faced; after leaving Vietnam, many were unable to find work, took on 
employment below their skill level, or endured harsh working conditions. In light of this economic 
precarity as well as the recent trauma of war, Lai envisioned Paris by Night as a space of relaxation and 
freedom from the bounds of time.  
 
The transition from VHS to DVD copying was part of a larger trend in Vietnam and Asian media 
circulation more broadly. Vivencio Ballano (2016) traces the different kinds of media piracy, which 
includes primarily the circulation of cassettes and videotapes in the 1980s, CDs and VCDs in the 1990s 
and early 2010s, and DVD and digital files after the 2010s (230). The implications of these kinds of 
media circulation are twofold. First of all, the risky improvisational practice of bootlegging DVDs created 
new social forms and ways of disseminating information. In his article, “Piracy on the Ground,” Tony 
Tran (2015) refers to pirate DVD stores in Vietnam as “affordable and efficient site[s] of access” (56) 
where consumer networks elide regulations like zoning, taxes, and censorship instilled by United States 
culture industries and legal bodies. Working undercover as an employee at a pirate DVD shop, Tran 
recalls the unusual ways that the DVDs were organized. He writes, “In many ways becoming an 
informal archive, these categories show the history of popular culture in Hanoi and illustrate how 
audiences in Vietnam frame and request media” (63). Since “many of the workers were cinephiles” with 
knowledge of global film histories, they could deftly help customers navigate the “seemingly random 
organization … by combining their knowledge of films and the underworkings of the pirate distribution 
system with their own created organization system” (63). Each store was curated with their own 
customer base in mind; sometimes, films were arranged by actor, sometimes by popularity, and at 
other times without a clear logic to anyone besides the store owner. This extreme sense of locality 
created new social intimacies. By resituating Paris by Night amongst other global films, pirate 
circulators pushed against the regional and genre norms of media organizing. These pirate sites 
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situated Paris by Night within a larger, more flexible global imaginary while also allowing recombinant 
media to reach small localities. 
 
Tran (2015), however, notes that the act of physical piracy is disappearing not just in Vietnam, but 
throughout the world (77). As Ballano reminds, this is largely due to the rise of digital media. But this, 
too, questions the temporality of Paris by Night as simply living in the past. Because of the rise of digital 
media and digital piracy, Paris by Night was able to find a way to raise Thuy Nga’s revenues, even if only 
slightly. In response to the rise of piracy websites in Vietnam, Thuy Nga decided to put most of the Paris 
by Night videos online (Roosevelt 2015). Paris by Night videos, then, travel along various circuits. Now, 
they are available on VCR, DVD, and on the Internet. Those who watch the show can communicate at 
legal DVD outlets, bootleg shops, and in YouTube comment sections. While the show itself may seem 
to be stuck in the past, its material circulation propels its ideas into the future and helps sustain 
affective networks amongst Vietnamese diasporic community members. These affective networks 
rest upon nostalgia for fantasies real and made-up, both about Vietnam and the United States. The 
piratic and imitative qualities of cultural belatedness link Paris by Night to nostalgia. It is true that this 
nostalgia can be merely expressed via poor imitations or degraded copies, but recognizing these 
practices as improvisation recognizes their mutable impact based on audience and temporality.  
 
This sense of geographic and ethnic identity convinces some participants in Paris by Night to care less 
about its illicit circulation. First of all, the show continues to spend millions of dollars on production 
with revenue barely or not at all covering the costs. Singer Quang Le’s pirated music videos have 
reached over 80 million views, yet she says, “Not everything is about money.” She adds, “We want to 
focus on the art …We want to make that heritage last. We want to show our audience how beautiful, 
how treasured these songs are” (Roosevelt 2015). The emotions generated by Paris by Night seem to 
resolve the economic risk involved, so that even those who work on the show seem to prioritize what 
is gained emotionally rather than economically. Recently retired Paris by Night MC Nguyen Ngoc Ngan 
writes, “I couldn’t return to Vietnam, so I wanted my dad to see me after 10 years abroad. Thúy Nga 
shows are pirated [in Vietnam] a lot, so there’s a high chance that he will see me and hear me talk” 
(Kornhaber 2010). Ngan sees media piracy as something that enables a connection with his father. 
Whether by emphasizing new routes of affective communication like Ngan or describing their creative 
work as a kind of sacrifice like Le, participants of the show put nostalgia for the past in conversation 
with the future – rebuilding family ties and creating new ties with younger generations. 
 
It is thus that the piratical circulation of these music videos saves them from simply being voyeuristic 
pleasure from the Western gaze. Recalling now the transition from physical to digital media circulation, 
it is important to note that even piratical forms of media circulation, especially in music, retain power 
dynamics. Ethnomusicologist David Novak (2011) describes the process in which, during this media 
transition, record companies began re-releasing world music with the ideal of informational freedom, 
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open access, and open source in mind. The record companies Novak cites as responsible for the 
circulation of World Music are predominantly U.S. based, and owned by white Americans. Novak 
helpfully asks, “What are the ethical and ideological goals of constructing ‘new old’ media in the present 
confluence of digital, analog, physical, and virtual forms?” (606) It is clear that, because of the identity 
of the old media and those reviving it, this question is deeply entrenched in matters of race and empire. 
After acknowledging the potential productiveness of these open-source companies, Novak 
problematizes the fraught politics of cultural preservation and admits that “this notion of informational 
freedom could only emerge in a US-based social context that has historically foregrounded the legal 
rights of independent liberal subjects” (618, 623).  
 
In contrast to these physical forms of media, which at their worst usurp source materials from the 
Global South to redistribute media to the intellectual academe of imperial centers, videos like Paris by 
Night work in reverse, disseminating new combinations of ‘American’ popular music and versions of 
folk Vietnamese music (Novak 2011, 623). This is only possible because of the combination of 
economic risk and perceived creative safety. By performing covers instead of simply creating new 
recordings of the original singers’ performances, or instead of creating new songs entirely, Thuy Nga 
puts older music in conversation with futurity. There exists a kind of contrapuntal dialogue between 
old and new, Vietnamese and American, safe and dangerous.  
 
In conclusion, it is helpful to turn to the words of Bappi Lahiri, who Majumdar quotes in her discussion 
of the Bollywood film Disco Dancer (1982) and accusations of plagiarism. Lahiri asks, “Tell me, who 
doesn’t copy these days? You are original till you are exposed. How can you create something out of 
nothing?” (qtd. in Majumdar 2022, 93). Returning to “Everybody Everybody,” it is clear that Trinh’s 
performance is not any more imitative than the source material that it copies. Perhaps not as 
intentionally political as the restaging of “West Side Story” or even the restaging of “Bang Bang,” Trinh’s 
performance nonetheless illustrates the potentiality of revisiting mainstream popular music once it 
has passed its prime. Bypassing copyright laws and proliferated via pirate networks, this new 
“Everybody Everybody” is not simply in poor taste. Like the rest of Paris by Night performances, it 
recontextualizes and returns a source material already exposed for its derivative qualities within a 
Vietnamese context. An Italian song whose band coopted the voice of an African American singer, 
“Everybody Everybody” is no longer a covertly usurped piece of media, but one that exposes its own 
status as a copy. And in this case, the copy can proliferate outside the often-repressive circuits of the 
U.S. culture industry.  
 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
The recirculation of popular music in Paris by Night, both through cover performances and through its 
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grey market circulation, mobilizes queer aesthetics and temporality to subvert popular culture norms. 
By insisting upon living in the past in different ways, material and creative copying in Paris by Night 
recontextualize existing media with other histories and ensure their proliferation in new geopolitical 
contexts. They dispel presumptions about American cultural imperialism and recognize that the 
cultural hegemony of the United States rests upon Black and Latin American cultural production. 
Finally, improvisation pushes against the binary relationship of Vietnamese and white American 
cultural production, bringing it back to queer of color nightlife.  
 
In this article, I have used improvisation as a framework to analyze the piratical circulation and 
performance of cover songs in the Vietnamese diasporic show, Paris by Night, arguing that 
improvisation exposes the linkages between Vietnamese media production and other global popular 
cultures outside of American popular music. Methodologically, improvisation aligns this essay with 
cultural studies frameworks that attend to race in popular culture, particularly U.S. popular culture and 
its global flows. While current scholarship still emphasizes assimilation by framing Paris by Night and 
other diasporic popular media as not assimilatory, this framework implicitly presumes the 
predominance of white hegemonic popular culture.  
 
Instead, improvisation as theory emphasizes the pervasiveness of African American and Black 
diasporic cultural production in global music cultures as a whole. Improvisation also recognizes the 
often problematic appropriation of these forms of musical production. Using improvisation to 
characterize Paris by Night also recombines other global music genres, such as boleros and disco. The 
cheesiness of Paris by Night performances does not derive from unsuccessful imitation, but a 
generative (while sometimes uncritical) improvisation upon multiple global music flows. The Paris in 
Paris by Night is deceptive. Like other scholars have argued, the performers and producers of this show 
and other low-budget, low-brow productions are both imitative and innovative. But conceptualizing 
imitation as improvisation reframes Paris by Night within a queer of color global pop imaginary rather 
than the outmoded Western/Eastern binary. 
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ABSTRACT 
 
As a result of the neoliberal marketization, or Đổi Mới, that started in the late 1980s in the hitherto 
socialist Vietnam and of the normalization of diplomatic relations between Vietnam and the 
United States, overseas Vietnamese in the U.S. and other Western countries began to return to 
Vietnam to do business, including making films. Vietnamese-American Tony Bui’s Ba Mùa (Three 
Seasons), made in 1999, was the first American-produced film that was made in Vietnam after 
said normalization. Upon its release, Three Seasons was deeply appreciated by the Vietnamese-
American community in the U.S. and lauded by critics for challenging the stereotypical images of 
Vietnamese people that have been ubiquitous in Hollywood and other Western “Vietnam movies” 
(Duong 2012; Janette 2006). This article argues that this applauded Vietnamese perspective in 
Three Seasons is constructed fundamentally as a Vietnamese male subjectivity without due 
consideration for a relevant female perspective. It argues that through several mechanisms, the 
film constructs female protagonists whose subjectivity is compromised and whose purpose is 
ultimately driven by men’s agendas. While the male protagonists are portrayed as artists and 
reliable guardians of Vietnamese traditional values, women are depicted as subscribers and 
followers of men’s beliefs, intellect, and art. The film’s reduced characterization of women 
compromises their agency and subjectivity, which informs them to operate only with a purpose 
and dream they borrow and/or inherit from men. Overall, Three Seasons laments the loss of 
tradition in the rapidly transforming society of Vietnam under Đổi Mới through a didactic tale 
where men are made superior educators and women are essentialized as learners. 
 
Keywords: cinema of Vietnam, diaspora, Đổi Mới (Renovation), gender relations 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
In 1975, the North Vietnam Army, under the leadership of the Vietnamese Communist Party, defeated 
South Vietnam and its ally and sponsor, the United States, thus bringing the 20-year-long American 
War to an end (1955-1975). In 1976, the North and the South were reunited and in the same year the 
centrally planned economy1 that had been adopted in the North was expanded to the South. For many 
reasons, this command economy failed, leaving the country crushed by poverty and hunger (Elliott 
1992), with a poverty rate greater than 60% in 1990 (World Bank 2003).2 Faced with such a precarious 
situation, at its Sixth National Congress in 1986, the Vietnamese Communist Party decided to carry out 
a series of reform policies, commonly known as Đổi Mới (Renovation), which kick-started a socialist-
oriented market economy (kinh tế thị trường định hướng xã hội chủ nghĩa). Since then, the originally 
closed, government-subsidized economy has been opened up for foreign investment and the 
importation and exportation of commodities have been strongly promoted. A large number of state 
enterprises have been either equitized or privatized; meanwhile, individuals and private organizations 
have been entitled to own businesses. Renovation quickly transformed Vietnam’s impoverished 
economy of the 1980s and 1990s into one of the region’s most dynamic and one of the world’s fastest 
growing economies (World Bank 2020).  
 
As Vietnam has embarked on its neoliberal economic reforms, the Vietnamese diaspora in the West 
has become a special demographic from which the Vietnamese state seeks investment and 
collaboration. Once considered the nation’s “traitors”,3 the diaspora has now become “an inseparable 
part of the Vietnamese nation” (một bộ phận không tách rời của cộng đồng dân tộc Việt Nam) (Resolution 
36 on Activities Concerning Overseas Vietnamese 2004). With this new configuration, the Vietnamese 
state extends the symbolic national family to include the resourceful diaspora in what is now a “global 
transnational family” (Duong 2012, 120). A series of laws and policies were promulgated to encourage 
overseas Vietnamese (Việt kiều) to work and establish businesses in Vietnam, including permission for 

 
1  The centrally-planned economy meant that the government had nationwide control over the manufacture and distribution 

of wealth and commodities.  

2  Natural disasters destroyed crops while corruption and incompetent management deprived the people of the meager 

government subsidies they had been promised. The United States imposed a trade embargo on Vietnam to punish the 

country for baseless allegations of Vietnam detaining American prisoners of war (Hixon 2013). Under the U.S.’s influence, 

many other countries also imposed economic sanctions on Vietnam. The invasion of Cambodia and the border war with 

China in 1979 also cost Vietnam an amiable relationship with China, which had previously provided aid to the country on 

many occasions. Worse yet, towards the end of the 1980s, aid from its closest and strongest ally, the Soviet Union, was 

also dwindling as the Eastern Bloc was heading towards dissolution in 1991. 

3  The Vietnamese state has had a fraught relationship with the post-1975 refugee diaspora, most of whom fled from South 

Vietnam after the North Vietnamese Army defeated Saigon in April 1975. After the war, those who worked for the South 

Vietnam regime and their family members were persecuted (Koh 2015; Duong 2020a). While the state has considered 

those who fled Vietnam after the defeat of Saigon as “traitors” (Duong 2016; Võ 2012), the diaspora, especially in the U.S., 

has also expressed resentment towards the communist government (Duong 2020b). 
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Việt kiều to register a business on local terms, home ownership rights for Việt kiều, visa exemption and 
dual citizenship (Chan and Tran 2011; Koh 2015; Duong 2020b). These policy changes have created 
favorable conditions for overseas Vietnamese to return and contribute to the development of the 
homeland and help the nation to present itself as a modernized country to replace its war-torn image. 
Eschewing the uneasy past regarding diasporic histories and memories (Võ 2012; Duong 2016), the 
state now hopes that the diaspora would be “bridges” to connect Vietnam and the world (Resolution 
36). In the imagination of the 2nd and 1.5 generations of diasporic subjects,4 “curiosity vies with 
nostalgia, and reconciliation often overcomes resentment” (Janette 2006, 254). These new sentiments 
and the increasingly welcoming environment in the country have enabled the decades following the 
1980s to witness substantially growing number of Việt kiều returnees who bring considerable 
remittances and investments into Vietnam (Pham 2010), including a resuscitation of the moribund film 
industry of the 1990s (Duong 2016). In fact, producing half of the industry’s commercial films 
(Boudreau 2012), diasporic film directors and producers are considered an essential part of the 
contemporary Vietnamese national cinema (Duong 2016; Tran 2017). 
 
Tony Bui was born in South Vietnam. Soon after the defeat of Saigon and when he was just a toddler, 
he and his family fled to the United States where he grew up. He wrote the film Ba Mùa (Three Seasons) 
and shot it in Ho Chi Minh City in 1999, after President Clinton lifted the 20-year-old postwar embargo 
imposed on Hanoi which had started the “normalization” of the Vietnam-U.S. diplomatic relation in 
1995. Following Tran Anh Hung’s Cyclo (1995), Three Seasons was one of the first films directed by a 
postwar Vietnamese returnee and was the first American-produced film shot in Vietnam since the 
beginning of the normalization phase. Three Seasons was funded by American studios (i.e., October 
Films, Open City Films, and Goatsingers), with actor Harvey Keitel as executive producer.  
 
Bui fought against the studios’ demands to make Three Seasons an English-language Vietnam war 
movie with as many American actors as possible (LoBrutto 1999). The film instead centralizes 
Vietnamese speaking characters struggling in contemporary Vietnam while relegating the only 
American character (Harvey Keitel) to a secondary role. With Vietnamese as the main language, Ho Chi 
Minh City of the 1990s as setting, and a predominantly Vietnamese cast, yet with built-in English 
subtitles, Three Seasons was produced for both Vietnamese and international audiences (Janette 2006). 
To Vietnamese domestic audiences, Three Seasons eschews the heroic nationalism and reminiscence 
of wartime sufferings in Vietnam’s “war cinema” (Ngo 1998, 91) – themes that the young postwar 
generation of the 1990s had lost interest in (Minh and Pham 2003; Hamilton 2009). To international 
audiences, the film provides a portrayal of a Vietnamese milieu and people that differs from 
stereotypical Hollywood depictions of Vietnam (Duong 2012).  

 
4  In this article, the second generation of Vietnamese diasporans include those born as citizens of the host countries while 

the 1.5 generation Vietnamese diasporans include those born in Vietnam but emigrated to the host countries as very young 

children. Both the second and the 1.5 generation Vietnamese diasporans are children of Vietnamese refugee parents. 
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Three Seasons sees Vietnam from a Vietnamese perspective instead of acquiescing to the Western gaze 
of Vietnam (Janette 2006). It debunks Hollywood’s clichés of Vietnam and Vietnamese people, i.e., that 
of the jungle, the faceless crowd, the ignorant savage, the soulless murderer, or the wanton whore, as 
depicted in The Deer Hunter (Cimino 1978), Apocalypse Now (Coppola 1979) and Full Metal Jacket (Kubrick 
1987). In these films, Vietnam functions merely as a site where Americans fought one another in 
political and ideological battles, with the Vietnamese remaining “shadowy figures only glimpsed 
occasionally” (Kinney 2000, 4). When Western films do not view the Vietnamese as a unified crowd, 
they try to depict Vietnamese subjects with some depth. However, most of these films are diffused 
with orientalism, a system of signification that, according to Rey Chow (1998, 171), “represents non-
Western cultures to Western recipients in the course of Western imperialism, operates visually as well 
as narratologically to subject ‘the Orient’ to ideological manipulation.” Miss Saigon (Schönberg and 
Boublils), for example, is steeped in “the ideology of wanting to ‘save’ the ‘needy’” (Degabriele, 1996), 
that is, to save the local prostitute from her degrading work, the lover from a war-torn country, and 
the bastard children that have been left behind. The remake of Miss Saigon under the name Miss Saigon: 
25 Years Anniversary (Sullivan 2016), although recently produced, keeps this orientalist notion alive. 
Similar to the Vietnam in Miss Saigon where “nothing makes sense” to the American soldier, the 
Vietnam in Indochine (Wargnier 1992) is also a land of perpetual mystery even for the French woman 
who has spent most of her life in the colony and has been surrounded with Vietnamese subjects. 
 
In this context of prevalent orientalism and lack of Vietnamese subjectivity, Three Seasons is significant 
because it presents one of the rare occasions where the Vietnamese are portrayed differently from 
Western stereotypes (Janette 2006; Duong 2012). Bui professed that Three Seasons strives to “defend” 
Vietnam by portraying a different version of the culture from that of Hollywood projections (Duong 
2012, 41). However, in Bui’s version of Vietnam, the Vietnamese subjectivity is portrayed from a 
distinctly male perspective. Among other themes, the film features prostitution and flower trading – 
traditionally perceived as feminine trades – from a male point of view. This article provides a text and 
discourse analysis of the men-women relations in Three Seasons and argues that the film constructs 
female characters as either a quest or a follower of men. To demonstrate Bui’s depiction of male 
characters as superior and reduction of female subjectivity, this article provides an analysis of the 
relations between prostitute Lan (Zoe Bui) and cyclo driver Hải (Đơn Dương), between Hải and lotus 
seller Kiến An (Nguyễn Ngọc Hiệp), and between Kiến An and teacher Đào (Nguyễn Mạnh Cường). The 
right to narrate the prostitute woman’s story and to decipher the female lotus vendor’s dilemma are 
not granted to themselves but to the male cyclo driver. In such relations, women appear as sketches 
without inner complexity, unless prompted by men, thus embodying no subjectivity.  
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LITERATURE: GENDER IN VIETNAMESE CINEMA 
 
Discussing gender relations in Vietnam, many scholars (e.g., Rydström 2016) have claimed that 
Vietnamese society is patriarchal and that Vietnamese women suffer from gender inequalities, such 
as limited property inheriting rights (Pettus 2003), heavier domestic responsibilities than their male 
counterparts (Phinney 2008; Luong and Gunewardena 2009), and a gender pay gap (Chowdry et al. 
2018; Mergoupis, Phan, and Sessions 2018; Vu and Yamada 2018). Some studies (e.g., Goodkind 1995) 
have concluded that Renovation has shrunk women’s freedom and the significant social roles they 
earned during the anti-colonial revolution and the American War. Other studies, however, have added 
to the complexity of the gender discussion in Vietnam. Although not denying Vietnamese patriarchy, 
Hamilton (2009) and Gray (2018) emphasized the complex ways in which patriarchy has played out in 
Vietnamese society. On the one hand, China-originated Confucianism has long influenced Vietnamese 
culture to relegate women to a secondary – “internal general” (nội tướng) – position that confines them 
mostly to the domestic sphere. On the other hand, Southeast Asian gender values where bilateral 
kinship is highly regarded and women are highly socially visible also manifest in Vietnam’s gender 
relations, especially in rural communities and among the working class. Furthermore, socialist gender 
equality ethics and a history of wars where women fought alongside men or worked in men’s stead 
have also blurred gender expectations and boosted women’s social status. 
 
It therefore does not come as a surprise that cinematic engagement in the discussion of gender 
relations has mostly focused on women. Indeed, female struggle has been a recurrent theme in 
Vietnam’s national cinema. Film director Đặng Nhật Minh once said, “I see my country, in fact, as a 
young woman. In our society, it is the women who bear the burden, they hold our destiny in their hands 
and that's why I feel that through them one can understand the problems of life of our country” 
(Marchetti 1991, 63). Through the image and the psyche of the woman, generations of Vietnamese 
filmmakers have examined and expressed national identity, collective struggles, and the traumas of 
war and change (Charlot 1991; Halmiton 2009; Gray 2018). War films, for example, do not depict war, 
revolution, or social change per se; rather, they are about “female subjectivity, gender inequality and 
the problem of being a woman in an oppressive world of neocolonial legacies, feudal patriarchal 
strictures, and war” (Marchetti 1991, 54). Unlike Hollywood war films which often depict the 
transformation of a man or a group of men through battle and the experience of loss (Hamilton 2009), 
Vietnamese films most often gauge the trauma of war through the tragedy of a woman in her domestic 
life and psychological dilemmas. She is “the place where history becomes accessible on the very basic 
terrain of domestic relations, where change can most dramatically be gauged in the quotidian conduct 
of seemingly inconsequential matters, where emotions can be openly expressed and thoughts 
examined” (Marchetti 1991, 54). In fact, while in Hollywood cinema traditions, films with female leads 
are classified as a particular genre (i.e., “women’s films”), sometimes pejoratively (e.g., “chick flicks” and 
“women’s weepies”), Vietnamese films with female protagonists have been more or less the norm.  
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In Đổi Mới Vietnam, cinema has evolved from the revolutionary traditions of the socialist era that has 
often thematized rural life, struggle against alien invaders, and post-war socialist reconstruction 
(Charlot 1991; Hamilton 2009), to the centralization of contemporary social issues, among which 
gender, sexuality and women’s struggle in a transitioning society have become increasingly prominent. 
Expressions of queer desires, for example, have been found in many films since the 2000s. Several 
films have depicted gay sexuality (Hot Boy Nổi Loạn / Lost in Paradise 2011), lesbianism (Chơi Vơi / Adrift 
2009; Người Vợ Ba / The Third Wife 2018), and transgender subjects (Chuyến Đi Cuối Cùng Của Chị Phụng 
/ The Last Journey of Madam Phung 2014; Đi Tìm Phong / Finding Phong 2015). Moreover, a host of “farce 
and parody” films (Hamilton 2009, 146) have expressed anxiety about gender/sex and a contemplation 
of gender roles and expectations (Khi Đàn Ông Có Bầu / When Men Get Pregnant 2004); Đẻ Mướn / Birth 
for Hire 2005); and Hồn Trương Ba, Da Hàng Thịt / Truong Ba’s Soul in Butcher’s Body 2006).  
 
In the age of Renovation, the figure of the female prostitute – “traditionally the most negated feminine 
position” in Vietnamese society (Hamilton 2009, 146) – has become a site for the externalization of 
the anxieties about the negative influences of capitalist ways of life on traditional cultural values. The 
prostitute in film in the early years of Renovation (1990s-2000s) is a metaphor for the nation’s identity 
crisis as prompted by sudden and rapid cultural changes (Hamilton 2009). In these films, poverty, 
questions of morality, and the struggle to maintain tradition and meaningful human relations are the 
main tropes (e.g., Xích Lô / Cyclo 1995; Ba Mùa / Three Seasons 1999; Gái Nhảy / Bar Girls 2003). Films 
about female prostitution of the 2010s, while still portraying the struggle with poverty and social 
upheavals, put a growing emphasis on women’s sexuality (e.g., Đập Cánh Giữa Không Trung / Flapping in 
the Middle of Nowhere 2014).  
 
Vietnam’s most well-known female prostitute figure, the literary character Thúy Kiều in Nguyễn Du’s 
epic poem Truyện Kiều / The Tale of Kieu (1820), has been reconstructed in many films, such as Sài Gòn 
Nhật Thực / Saigon Eclipse (2007), Kiều (2006), and more recently, Kiều (2021), Kiều @ (2021), Thúy Kiều 
Tân Truyện: Làng Cà Khịa / A Kieu Adaptation: The Village of Feminist Hoodlums (2021), and a stage 
production in the form of a Vietnamese opera (cải lương) called Đợi Kiều / Awaiting Kieu (September 
2022). Most of these adaptations are loyal to the original in the way that women are depicted as 
virtuous, a victim of circumstances, or an emblem of female sacrifice.  
 
A Kieu Adaptation is a low-budget film loosely based on the classic poem’s characters and relations. 
Interestingly, the film’s construction of gender reverses the roles and expectations of men and women 
as depicted in Nguyễn Du’s original and in Vietnamese traditions. Women are portrayed as occupying 
public spaces, disrespecting authority, openly promiscuous, and violent and possessive of men. 
Meanwhile, the male protagonist, Kim Trọng, is objectified and sexualized as a prize for the winner in a 
contest of sports and talents between two female groups. According to Chow (2003), not only do 
women occupy feminine positions in fictions but men, objects, and space can also be feminized when 
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depicted as erotic subjects. In this film, Kim Trọng is feminized when he is guarded, pursued, and lusted 
after by different women. When he finally rescues himself and earns the right to decide his fate – 
whereas in the original Thúy Kiều is sold to brothels and bereft of autonomy –, the film seems to 
express the desire of freedom and autonomy for feminine/feminized subjects. All this is to say that 
cinematic representations of gender have become a complex scene in contemporary Vietnamese 
cinema.  
 
Scholars of contemporary Vietnamese cinema have examined filmic portrayals of gender and the 
changing roles of women in film, which is a reasonable tendency since women have been the focus of 
Vietnamese cinema (e.g., Dinh 1994; Do and Tar 2008; Duong 2005, 2014, 2017). Some studies have 
looked at the figure of the female prostitute in film with various inquiries. For example, Do (2006) 
scrutinized the construction of the power relation between the female prostitutes and the male clients 
in Lê Hoàng’s Bar Girls and Street Cinderella. Duong (2005), through an examination of the “looking 
relations” in Three Seasons, analyzed the filmmaker’s dispossession of the prostitute’s subjectivity by 
depriving her of point-of-view shots. Critiquing the same film text as Duong (2005), Norindr (2001) 
focused on the estranging and dislocating impact of urban modernization on humans that leads to the 
troubled sense of self embodied in the prostitute. Interestingly, also analyzing Three Seasons, Janette 
(2006) offered a counter interpretation that concentrates on the ways the film challenges the stock 
image of the prostitute as a victim of cultural decay. All these studies have situated their analyses of 
representations of female prostitutes in the context of the transformation of Vietnam’s economy and 
social fabric, the new politics of filmmaking with increasing transnational collaboration with filmmakers 
from the diaspora and elsewhere in the world, and the world’s post-Cold War geopolitics.  
 
As can be seen from the above discussion, scholarship of gender representation in Vietnamese cinema 
has mostly focused on women and feminized positions (e.g., gay men and transgender women). Rather 
than only focusing on women and the feminine, this article looks at both sides of the inequation to 
explore gender relations. Besides, in the existing literature, most of the scholarly investigations into 
Vietnamese cinema are conducted by international, particularly Western-educated, scholars who apply 
a Western feminist perspective in their analyses. Although theoretically informed, most of them reveal 
a lack of Vietnamese sensibility and understanding of subtle cultural interventions. Meanwhile, most 
pertinent Vietnamese texts are film reviews published in local newspapers. Thus, this article strives to 
offer a “dialectic interplay” (Marchetti 1991, 51) between a (Western) feminist perspective and a 
Vietnamese position for a more culturally specific and sensible analysis of a Vietnamese film.  

 
 

TRANS-VIETNAMESE FEMINISM 
 
Having contextualized Three Seasons as a product of transnational collaboration among American 
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filmmakers, diasporic Vietnamese, Vietnamese living within the national borders, and the Vietnamese 
state, this article uses transnational feminism for the film analysis. Transnational feminism is an 
approach that is “alert to the materiality of culture and to the power differentials informed by the 
intervention of colonialism, imperialism, and global capitalism in national cultures” (Mottahedeh 2004, 
1405). More specifically, the article adopted a trans-Vietnamese feminist approach developed and 
promoted by film scholar Lan Duong (2012, 2017). Similar to a general transnational feminist approach, 
trans-Vietnamese feminism examines both Vietnam’s history and new power dynamics where 
Vietnam is collaborating with its former enemies such as the United States to mobilize transnational 
capital and human resources to strengthen its market economy. Whereas Duong (2012) focused on 
the production and reception of novels and films that are outcomes of artists’ collaborative labor and, 
as she argued, are informed by their gender, this article emphasizes the representation of gender 
relations in Three Seasons. The film is interpreted in relation to a globalizing context where the diaspora 
has joined the global transnational family of Vietnam (Duong 2012, 120) and where the repercussions 
of cultural contact with the West are deeply felt by the locals.  
 
Trans-Vietnamese feminism deconstructs cinematic mechanisms that produce representations of 
men and women in Three Seasons. Besides an analysis of the film narrative, techniques such as mise-
en-scène, point-of-view filming, and editing are also analyzed in the interpretation of the portrayal of 
gender relations.  
 
 

WOMAN AS MAN’S QUEST:  
REDUCED WOMAN, ‘PERFECT GENTLEMAN’ 

 
Three Seasons’s narrative deals with a common theme in Vietnamese cinema and literature during the 
early years of Renovation, that is the fast-changing society and the clash between tradition and 
modernity in the wake of Western influence. The film loosely weaves together separate storylines that 
are observed by a cyclo driver.  
 
Three Seasons views the prostitution problem not from the perspective of a prostitute but a male 
character. The prostitute Lan, although initially portrayed as smart, sophisticated, and assertive, is not 
given the right to narrate her own story. She first comes into the focus of the camera as cyclo driver 
Hải takes notice of her during an altercation with several men (Figures 1 & 2). From that point on, her 
story unfolds only via Hải’s observation and eventually concludes literally with Lan following Hải’s 
direction. By having the cyclo driver tell the prostitute’s story, the film adopts a male subjectivity rooted 
in a traditionalist view regarding female virtues. Janette (2006, 269) asserted that there are “dangers 
within the ostensibly loving, restorative gaze, that such looks can fetishize and silence, insisting on 
rewriting characters into narratives that suit the rescuer more than the rescued.” Three Seasons indeed 
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focuses on Hải’s path of rescuing Lan while overlooking her journey of transformation, making Lan a 
conquest for Hải’s endeavor of restoring traditional virtues in women. In this way, a potential complex 
trajectory of the female prostitute’s evolution is sacrificed to indulge a male, traditionalist perspective 
moved from the periphery – prostitution is not Hải’s story – toward the central stage of what should 
have been the prostitute’s life story. 
 

   
Figures 1, 2. First encounter between Hải and Lan. Source: Three Seasons (00:12:27). 

 
Unlike the film’s other primary characters who are assigned particular roles and struggle with particular 
dilemmas, Hải serves as the adhesive between different people’s stories to create a picture of the 
struggling society in the wake of the market economy. Hải could be seen as the filmmaker’s screen 
surrogate who connects all narrative strands to lead the spectators through the story. Emigrating with 
his family from Vietnam to the U.S. after Saigon’s defeat, Tony Bui perhaps imagines himself, if 
remaining in Vietnam under the socialist leadership, as a persecuted Vietnamese subject5 who would 
live a materially poor life despite being educated and cultured – someone like the cyclo driver. In 
possession of a cyclo, Hải is invested with a symbolic significance unseen in any of the other characters. 
The cyclo is a means of transport adapted from the colonial pulled rickshaw and continues to be a 
popular tourist attraction. Customers riding the cyclo encompass adventurous tourists and poor, tired 
Vietnamese vendors struggling with heavy cargoes. As such, the cyclo represents a meeting point of 
time, space, and classes: past and present, Vietnam and the world, the poor and the rich. In control of 
this moving vehicle, Hải has a spanning perspective of the city, its residents, and daily events. He is the 
point that connects all the narrative strands: the prostitute’s moral struggle, the street boy’s material 
struggle, and the lotus seller’s struggle to discern social changes. The character of the cyclo driver is 

 
5  After the war, those who worked for the South Vietnam regime and their family members were persecuted. Former South 

Vietnamese soldiers, teachers, sex workers, and civil servants were sent to re-education camps where they were subjected 

to political indoctrination and physical labor; their family members were discriminated against in education and 

employment (Duong 2017; Koh 2015). There was also confiscation of land and property and forced migration of many urban 

residents to the countryside and the so-called New Economic Zones (Duong 2020a).  
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invested with a significant depth and wisdom that give him insight and a steady moral anchor in the 
trying age of a socialist-turning-capitalist society.  
 
Hải is too refined to be a typical, regular blue-collar laborer as he looks, sounds, and behaves like an 
intellectual. Although being a member of the working class and the poor, Hải is an educated, cultured, 
and sophisticated character as demonstrated by his main pastime activity, which is reading (Figure 3), 
and his refined manners. Different from his rather fussy fellow cyclo drivers who jump right off their 
vehicles and run to potential customers when they are in sight, Hải operates at his own pace, poised, 
and dignified. Moreover, he is observant and wise enough to see through the surface and arrive at 
profound thoughts about people’s behavior. While Lan battles the constant struggle between 
materialistic desires and morality, Hải’s solid moral ground is continually reinforced as in his spare time 
he resorts to reading a book titled “Forging Morality”. In Janette’s (2006) words, Hải is a “perfect 
gentleman [and] the speaker of home truths, the carrier of traditional values, the protector of the 
community, the seer of true worth” (246). He is indeed an embodiment of a superior personality who 
is observant, intelligent, and most importantly, unwavering in his moral beliefs. 
 

 
Figure 3. Reading an old book. Source: Three Seasons (00:21:13). 

 
As for Lan, she is not the traditional kind of prostitute who has the sympathy of the Vietnamese. She 
is not a filial and dutiful daughter such as the much praised Kiều who sells herself to save her father 
from imprisonment and keep her family together in the 18th-century epic poem Truyện Kiều / The Tale 
of Kiều by Nguyễn Du (1820). As remarked by Williams (2004), Lan is radically different from her literary 
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counterpart. She is depicted as being far different from the dutiful daughter figure when she 
disapprovingly denounces her mother who, according to Lan, “broke her back working her whole life 
for nothing”. Lan prostitutes herself not to pay back to her family but to satisfy her own desire for an 
easy life. She is a personification of the decadence of globalization and consumerism, and a site for the 
externalization of the concerns for the nation’s shifting culture and identity as often portrayed in Đổi 
Mới cinema through the prostitute figure (Minh and Pham 2003). 
 
Rather than examining this shifting through other aspects of prostitution, such as poverty, violence, 
and demand-supply mechanisms, Bui reduces the problem of prostitution to a moral one. When Lan 
announces that she will marry a rich man to remain in the rich people’s world, Hải replies, “I’m not sure 
that would solve the problem,” implying that the problem is not poverty. At the end of the film, he gives 
her his book Forging Morality, which concludes what he sees as the problem: loose morality. In other 
words, the root of the prostitution problem is perceived as the moral decadence of the prostitute, the 
corrupted woman (Worthy 2004). The stance Bui takes seems to align with the view that because 
prostitution is wrong, prostitutes are inherently wrong (Sullivan 2020) and what needs to be corrected 
is the corrupt nature of the prostitute woman. However, “the patriarchal assumption that prostitution 
is a problem about women ensures that the other participant in the prostitution contract escapes 
scrutiny” (Pateman 1999, 56). Three Seasons indeed looks only at the prostitute to fix her without 
scrutinizing the client or, more importantly, the system in which prostitution is created and reproduced. 
In this film, the client and the system are obscure elements in the prostitute’s struggle: her clients’ 
faces are never shown, their figures visible only in long shots, and “the system” is only referred to 
generically as “they” and through images of urbanization and globalization such as construction sites 
and billboards advertising American commodities. 
 
The film also notably voids the prostitute’s life from any violence by potential malevolent forces such 
as pimps, mamasans, gangsters, or rival sex workers, projecting a fairly smooth life for the prostitute: 
no pimp, good money, luxurious hotels, and little violence. This sanitized picture of prostitution could 
be explained in many ways. For one thing, after the American war and in the first two decades of Đổi 
Mới (1990s-2000s), the Vietnamese state was still wary of “foreign elements” (yếu tố nước ngoài) in 
fear of “peaceful evolution” (diễn biến hòa bình), and a suspicion about U.S.-led attacks on socialist 
systems through economic and cultural means. Making the first American-produced movie in post-
war Vietnam while being a member of the Vietnamese diaspora – a population once considered traitors 
by the Vietnamese state (Duong 2016; Võ 2012) – Bui understandably had to avoid sensitive materials 
to risk offending the authority and losing his license to shoot the film in Vietnam. It would have been 
unwise to depict a violent society or to blatantly criticize the system that was working hard to justify 
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its recent ideological compromise and maintain its legitimacy in the neoliberal era.6 Alternatively, not 
living in Vietnam to experience firsthand the turbulences of life-reshaping renovations perhaps 
afforded Bui a distance from the complex social structures within which prostitution is produced – 
structures that are beyond the question of mere morality. It could also have been Bui’s exploration of 
a domestic and submissive female identity – a desirable female figure that many men in the diaspora 
seek on their trip back to the homeland (Hoang 2015). No matter what the reason is, the film is utterly 
absent of any other problems in a prostitute woman’s life except for her moral corruption. In the film, 
a moral message is adamant as expressed through the cyclo driver’s ceaseless endeavor to “drive her 
home” where traditional values are restored – the message being the solution to the question of 
prostitution is domestication. 
 
The film’s emphasis on female morals as the main problem of prostitution is also demonstrated 
through Lan’s dream of becoming good and pure. Lan dreams of returning to being a carefree student, 
wearing a white áo dài (a Vietnamese traditional gown for females) and enjoying the sight of phoenix 
flowers. Her dream could be interpreted as a wish of purification since, in Vietnamese culture, white áo 
dài and the red phoenix flower constitute symbols of childhood purity. As such, Lan is depicted as an 
inherently innocent woman who is corrupted by materialism, a typical “fallen woman” figure (Campbell 
2006). According to Campbell, the prostitute is usually cinematically represented as a fallen woman 
who has descended morally as a result of difficult circumstances and is characterized as both innocent 
and guilty, both pure and polluted. Lan exhibits materialistic desires as a result of poverty while 
embodying innocence and an appreciation for non-materialist natural beauty, as seen in the symbol of 
the phoenix flower. Therefore, she is redeemable, and Three Seasons entrusts the restoration of the 
good and dissipation of the bad in the prostitute to the male protagonist.  
 
Beside her inner depth, Lan also demonstrates wisdom. In the beginning, Lan is portrayed as an 
intelligent and assertive woman who does not shy away from stating her sharp thoughts and strong 
opinions. Her savvy comment about the owners and customers of luxurious hotels reveals her 
sophisticated perception of the renovated Ho Chi Minh City under the influence of the encroaching 
forces of marketization and globalization: “They are not like us. They have a different talk, a different 
walk. The sun rises for them, not for us. We lie in their shadow and it grows larger with each hotel they 
build. One day I will remain in their world even if I have to marry one of them to become like them.” The 
symbolism and lyricality of her words reveal Lan’s insightful and nuanced perception of the capitalist 
encroachment over the city. In Norindr’s (2001) words, Lan is indeed “quite an astute observer of, and 
active participant in, modern life in Vietnam” (80). 
  

 
6  The film Cyclo, made by Vietnamese-French filmmaker Tran Anh Hung in 1995, was never released in Vietnam despite being 

filmed in Ho Chi Minh City. It is perceived to portray the Vietnamese state as “either unwilling or unable to provide for its 

citizens in an increasingly globalized market” (Barnes 2010, 108). 
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Besides her inner depth, intelligence, and a keen awareness of her surroundings, Lan harbors a moral 
struggle, which grows fiercer the more she interacts with Hải. She represents a confused Vietnamese 
identity in the era of change and transition. As Vietnam under Đổi Mới has been metaphorized as a 
prostitute (Duong 2012), Lan seems to represent an ambivalent Vietnam that wants to advance 
economically but questions herself during the process – not unlike the ambivalence manifest among 
the Vietnamese leadership at the beginning of the economic reforms (Elliott 2012). With her 
perceptiveness and an inner struggle that characterizes part of the Vietnamese youth and the nation 
itself in the age of rapid marketization, Lan could be constructed as an appealing, relatable character 
with invested depth and a more self-experienced transformation. Nevertheless, through Bui’s 
emphatically male perspective, the character simply switches from one extreme to the other on the 
outspoken/voiceless and innocent/impure spectrums: while the first scene with Lan features her in a 
public commotion with men, her final scene depicts a strikingly demure version of her. From being a 
rebellious, materialistic prostitute unafraid to voice her opinions, Lan switches to being docile and 
literally speechless. This sudden reversal makes it look as if she is portrayed as sharp and recalcitrant 
at the beginning only to later embolden Hải’s success at taming such a delinquent. It is important to 
note that Lan’s moral struggle only manifests and is eventually resolved thanks to Hải’s intervention. 
As the film unfolds, while the cyclo driver is portrayed as “perfect” (Janette 2006), the prostitute’s 
personality is reduced until she becomes an image without a voice at the film’s conclusion. The 
following section analyzes in detail scenes of Hải and Lan’s interaction to illustrate his moral superiority 
and the eclipse of her personality. 
 
Discussing Hải and Lan’s relationship, Janette (2006, 261) wrote that Lan dominates her early scenes 
with Hải by paying for the cyclo rides, assuming the role of a “provider” when gifting him a cake, and 
even controlling his access to her. Lan is indeed outspoken and even blunt, for example when her 
intention to marry one of the rich is challenged by Hải, she retaliates: “What would you have me do? 
Marry a cyclo driver?” However, Hải wields the power of agency and is anchored in deep-rooted moral 
values while Lan wavers in her beliefs and eventually becomes his passive, docile follower – a quest in 
his journey. 
 
Seeing Lan running from an altercation, Hải offers her a ride away from the troubled scene. He soon 
learns of her occupation and her innocent dream of admiring phoenix flowers while clad in a white áo 
dài. Although wishing to sleep an uninterrupted night in an air-conditioned room, Lan never spends the 
night with a customer in a hotel. Therefore, Hải always waits for Lan outside the hotels where she 
practices her trade and offers to drive her home afterward. While talking to Lan during one of these 
rides, Hải asks how much Lan charges for a night, to which she answers “50 dollars”. To spend a night 
with Lan, Hải participates in a cyclo race and wins the first prize, which gives him more than enough to 
pay for a night with her. However, Hải does not buy Lan’s commodity, which is her body and her sex. 
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Instead of making that body work, Hải allows it to rest by letting Lan spend the night sleeping in the 
air-conditioned hotel room that he rents, as she wishes. Thus, Hải pays Lan to realize her dream. 
 
Requesting Lan to remove her makeup and put on a long gown that covers her body, Hải takes pleasure 
from the sight of Lan, yet not erotically. Despite the narrative where a man in love with a prostitute 
finally gets the chance to spend a night with her, the hotel scene is visually rendered nonsexual by the 
choice of loose, unflattering costume for Lan, the platonic look on Hải’s face, and the absence of sexual 
activities. Gazing at Lan, Hải appears satisfied with her modest looks rather than aroused by the body 
of the prostitute. Standing with Lan by the window, Hải pulls the curtain aside to reveal Lan's doubled 
image in the window glass (Figure 4). Now, next to Hải is Lan and her reflection, “as if he has split her 
from her own image” (Janette 2006, 266). With this action, Hải simultaneously shows Lan what she 
can become if she shrugs off her promiscuous appearance and way of life, and exhibits her innocent 
self to the audience. Heard for the first time in Lan’s presence, traditional music emerges to fill the 
room, signifying her increasing association with traditional culture and values. In this scene, Hải, who 
has already become aware of Lan’s innocence and inner beauty, reminds her of her purity and shows 
this side of her to the viewer. By reaching out to spectators and calling their attention to the spectacle 
on the screen (i.e., Lan), the cyclo driver breaks the fourth wall to disseminate his moral message to the 
viewer. As such, Hải is an active educator for both Lan and the spectators, the director’s screen 
surrogate indeed.  
 

 
Figure 4. Reflecting innocence. Source: Three Seasons (01:14:09). 

 
Hải later comes to find Lan where she lives, which breaks the illusion of her ever having control over 
his access to her. He asks to spend another night with her but she refuses. When Hải turns to leave, 
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she collapses, which Janette (2006, 266) interprets as the outcome of an “existential crisis” after Lan 
has had a glimpse of her “true” self that was shown to her in the window glass. Practicing the 
Vietnamese medical treatment cạo gió (literally: ‘scraping wind’), Hải uses a silver spoon to scrape Lan’s 
naked back to cleanse toxins from her body, a metaphor for the removal of the Western toxic influences 
from her soul, returning her to her pure self (Williams 2004). Duong (2005) called this scene a “rebirth”. 
The newborn Lan is – metaphorically – delivered by the traditionalist cyclo driver.  
 
Not only providing an allegory for treatment of capitalist poison, this scene also affirms Hải’s 
incorruptible moral ground. Lan and Hải are together in a room twice, yet none of the temptations is 
strong enough to corrupt Hải’s moral stance. The second of the occasions is erotically charged when 
Lan is half-naked, trembling at Hải’s touch and suggestively clutching his thigh while Hải is applying 
the detoxing treatment. Nonetheless, he simply walks away and leaves her to recover afterward. The 
fact that Hải does not entertain the possibility of intercourse with Lan makes him an incorruptible moral 
figure. Williams (2004) remarked that the characters in Three Seasons struggle to “recover their 
humanity in a complex and paradoxical world.” However, only the prostitute struggles morally while 
the cyclo driver’s morality is unshakable. Both being part of the “displaced population” in a transitioning 
society (Duong 2005, 2), whereas the prostitute is unsure of her choices, the cyclo driver is a beacon 
for her and other characters. Hải is constructed as a guardian of traditional values and navigator for 
troubled identities, as he also demonstrates in his conversations and actions with other characters in 
the film, such as the lotus seller Kiến An. He even volunteers to share the struggle of his working-class 
fellows by forgoing his modest room to sleep with them in their “thousand-star hotel” – a playful 
reference to homeless people’s rooflessness. 
 
With an agenda of restoring traditional values back to the delinquent prostitute, the film offers an 
unsurprising concluding scene. Smiling with contentment, Hải carries Lan to her dream in his cyclo. 
When he lifts the vehicle’s convertible roof to help Lan off the cyclo, she is seen clad in a white áo dài 
and blindfolded with a red silk strip. As he guides her steps on a street showered with bright red phoenix 
petals, he comes behind her, aligning their perspectives. He then takes off her blindfold, allowing her 
to take in the beautiful sight around them. While she is admiring the scenery with, literally and 
metaphorically, unblinded eyes (Figures 5-7), Hải presents her with his relished old book (Figure 8). 
With a lingering close-up shot, the book is presented to Lan and the viewer. Overlooked by many 
scholars, except for Lan Duong (2005), is the telling title of the book: Forging Morality (Rèn Nhân Cách), 
which is an unmistakable ideological apparatus. After cleansing Lan of symbolic poison, Hải now 
proceeds to educate her about morality. Handing over the book with sincerity, Hải announces: “From 
now on you won’t have to pretend anymore,” effectively denouncing prostitution as a facade and a 
falsity. Lan receives the book with a smile and in silence, which marks her transformation from being 
outspoken to being voiceless and obedient. Concluding the sequence with a close-up shot of Hải’s face, 
the film reiterates his central role as narrator of her story of transformation, or rather his story of 
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transforming her. With a smile on his face, he takes off his cap, a gesture showing respect and 
resolution now that he has accomplished his quest of restoring tradition back to the wayward 
prostitute. 
 

   
 

 
Figures 5, 6, 7. Admiring phoenix flowers. Source: Three Seasons (01:37:35 – 01:38:17). 

 
 

 
Figure 8. Presenting the book Forging Morality. Source: Three Seasons (01:39:34). 
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Emerging from the beginning and getting increasingly prominent towards the end of this sequence is 
the eerie traditional music that is noticeably absent from Lan’s earlier scenes. In the beginning, her 
appearance is usually distracted by the noises from the surrounding crowds or vehicles. Traditional 
music only starts when her “existential crisis” (Janette 2006) begins to manifest itself and after Hải 
reveals her innocent image in the hotel room’s window. From being a materialistic prostitute who can 
only perceive and invoke noises from the material world, when Lan finally subscribes to Hải’s moral 
principles through docilely accepting his book and by extension, his moral standards, she has now 
transformed into a traditional Vietnamese woman whose presence deserves the compliment of folk 
music. By superimposing Lan’s image with the image of the authentic, ‘good woman’ lotus vendor Kiến 
An and by merging their presence with the same music, this sequence marks Lan’s full restoration of 
her virtuous, authentic Vietnamese self (Duong 2005) (Figure 9). Her musical voice is now in sync with 
traditional Vietnamese melodies. Hải's insistence on driving Lan home after many times she has 
refused his service is an allegory of his adamant commitment to shepherd her back to Vietnamese 
traditional womanhood. The final scene with his cyclo parked outside her house marks the 
accomplishment of his quest, that of domesticating a sexually unruly female subject. To use Campbell’s 
(2006) terms, the prostitute is “back within the patriarchal fold” (257). 
 

 
Figure 9. Superimposing images of Lan and Kiến An. Source: Three Seasons (01:38:19). 
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WOMAN AS MAN’S FOLLOWER: 
LEARNED MAN, LEARNING WOMAN 

 
Beside Hải’s successful quest of restoring Lan’s virtuous and authentic self, the superiority of male 
personhood in Three Seasons is also demonstrated by the other relationships between the two sexes 
such as between Hải and peasant woman Kiến An, or between Kiến An and teacher Đào. 
 
Kiến An works as a lotus picker and vendor for a self-exiled poet named Đào whose title (thầy) refers 
to a male teacher or, more colloquially, to a learned male. With her co-workers, every day Kiến An rises 
early to harvest white lotus blossoms from a pond and is transported to the city on a truck. Kiến An 
shoulders the lotus blossoms around to sell in the city streets. Discussing the film’s “looking relations”, 
Duong (2005) wrote that Kiến An is stripped of her point-of-view and suggested that she is rendered 
naive to accentuate Hải’s knowing gaze in their encounter. Janette (2006), on the other hand, perceived 
Kiến An as an “iconoclast” (263) for the initiatives she takes in investigating her employer’s exiled life. 
Negotiating these two rather divergent standpoints, I argue that although Kiến An is allowed some 
looking subjectivity and portrayed neither as ignorant nor naive, she still assumes the role of a follower 
and assistant rather than being an iconoclast or a woman of her own autonomous intellect and artistry. 
 
The film introduces the beautiful lotus pond in thầy Đào’s plantation from Kiến An’s angle of looking as 
she admires it for the first time. Kiến An sees natural beauty in the lotus flowers and actively looks and 
finds cultural beauty in the poetry of her employer, a leper poet. Setting foot in teacher Đào’s home 
and going through his manuscripts uninvited, Kiến An demonstrates audacity and curiosity unseen 
among her co-workers. Shouldering white lotuses around the city, she seems puzzled when she 
witnesses people buying lotuses from a truck instead of her fresh flowers. To investigate, she goes and 
buys a lotus from the truck to have a touch and smell, but still seems baffled. While still inspecting the 
lotus, she hears a voice asking to buy her flowers, looks up and sees Hải who then explains to her the 
city dwellers’ novel infatuation with fake lotuses:  
 

Hải: Cho tôi mua mấy bông hoa nào. An bán hoa phải không? 
Kiến An: Dạ, em cứ tưởng anh cũng muốn mua… 
Hải: Hoa sen nhựa chứ gì? Tôi không thích mua mấy bông hoa đó đâu.  
Kiến An: Hoa giả đắt hàng quá, làm em cả ngày hôm nay ế ẩm, chưa bán được 
bông nào. 
Hải: Ngày nay người ta muốn bỏ ra nhiều thứ để chọn cái tiện nghi. Bông giả, 
hoa lớn, trắng muốt như bông của An, mà lại không héo. Thậm chí người ta lại 
xịt nước thơm để cho nó có mùi thơm như nhau. Dường như lúc này người ta 
có chiều hướng mới để biến đổi tất cả mọi thứ.  
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Hải: Can I buy some flowers? You’re An, the lotus vendor, right?  
Kiến An (looks up, sees Hải, and smiles): Yes, I thought you’d also be 
interested in… 
Hải (interrupts Kiến An): Plastic lotuses? I wouldn’t buy those. 
Kiến An: The fake flowers are so popular that I haven’t been able to sell any 
of my flowers today. 
Hải (sitting down to face Kiến An): People these days give up on many 
things in favor of conveniences. The fake flowers are as big and white as 
yours, but they won’t wither. They even spray the flowers with a scent to 
make them smell real. These days it seems that people have found new 
ways to change everything. (author’s translation) 

 
Dissecting this sequence, Duong (2005) interpreted Kiến An's confused expression as an indication of 
her inability to tell the difference between real and fake lotuses, between authenticity and falseness. 
In my view, her expression of confusion is more likely to be caused by the fact that she does not 
comprehend why people would prefer fake lotuses to real ones. Her perplexity is reasonable given that 
she is rather new to the city and the trade. Meanwhile, Hải’s mobile gaze of the cityscape makes him 
more knowledgeable about city dwellers’ behavior. Kiến An's gesture of gifting Hải a couple of lotus 
blossoms after his lamentation of city people’s fad for inauthenticity is to show her appreciation for 
someone who shares her sentiments about authenticity and feeling of sadness about people’s cheap 
taste.  
 
The shared admiration for authenticity may render Kiến An Hải’s equal in terms of ethics and aesthetics. 
Nevertheless, Hải is still superior intellectually. In fact, being interrupted in her speech (“I thought you’d 
also be interested in…”), Kiến An is deprived of the opportunity to express her interpretation of the 
situation and to announce the new knowledge (i.e., “plastic lotuses”). Instead, this new information is 
saved to be declared by Hải. Moreover, while Kiến An can only associate the popularity of fake flowers 
with her own trouble (“The plastic flowers are so popular that I haven’t been able to sell any of my 
flowers today.”), Hải uses abstraction to arrive at a generalized observation and a philosophical 
theorization of contemporary people’s behavior (“People these days give up on many things in favor of 
conveniences… These days it seems that people have found new ways to change everything.”). In this 
way the film lets Hải and his informed perspective help to clear Kiến An’s bewilderment about the 
popularity of fake flowers instead of allowing her to arrive at her own conclusion (Figure 10). This, 
rather than in the film’s looking relations, is where Duong (2005) was right in saying that the lotus 
vendor is stripped of subjectivity.  
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Figure 10. Artificial lotus blossoms. Source: Three Seasons (00:53:12). 

 
Kiến An’s employer, thầy Đào, is another male character through whom Tony Bui realizes his depiction 
of superior male personhood. Like Hải, thầy Đào is superior in his moral, intellectual, and artistic 
capacities. Thầy Đào is most probably inspired by the well-known Vietnamese romanticist poet Hàn 
Mặc Tử (1912–1940) who had leprosy and died in exile at a young age. Like Hàn Mặc Tử, thầy Đào is a 
leper poet who lives an exiled life in a temple on a lotus pond. Through his butler Huy, thầy Đào hires a 
group of peasant women to work on his lotus plantation and to sell lotus blossoms to city dwellers. 
Commenting on this, Norindr (2001) argued that the leper poet represents a “crucial link to a modern 
form of market exploitation” (80). Despite the film’s setting in a marketizing society, this assertion is 
debatable. First, through Huy, we know that thầy Đào takes great pride in his white lotuses for their 
beauty and fragrance, rather than their commercial value. Secondly, as someone whose soul “has 
transcended above the bondage of man,” he may have also transcended capitalism. When being 
confronted by Kiến An about confining himself in the temple, thầy Đào bursts into an emotional poetic 
response: “Càng vô lý! Mỗi sáng, tai ta thoát ra khỏi cửa sổ này ôm lấy tiếng chim. Mũi ta xuyên thủng bức 
tường ra ngủ trên hương thơm của những đóa sen. Mỗi buổi sáng, mỗi buổi chiều, mắt ta bay lượn khắp 
không trung. Còn lòng ta, lòng ta đã thoát trên cao, thoát khỏi sự ràng buộc của con người” (“Nonsense! 
Every morning, my ears escape these windows to embrace the songs of the birds. My nose pierces 
these walls and naps in the fragrance of my lotuses. With every sunrise and sunset, my eyes flutter 
into the air. And my heart...my heart has transcended above the bondage of man” – original English 
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subtitles). Besides, Norindr failed to consider the symbolism employed by Bui in choosing the lotus – 
Vietnam’s national flower and an untainted, unrivaled beauty7 – as an image representing Vietnam. In 
Bui’s works, the lotus has been established as a symbol of purity and dignity since his first (short) film, 
Yellow Lotus (1997) (Duong 2012). Thus, instead of a capitalist, the poet could be interpreted as a 
disseminator of beauty and a reminder of virtue and dignity when material desires and mindless 
consumerism spread throughout society. Being a disseminator of the lotus, thầy Đào is best 
understood not as a “crucial link to a modern form of market exploitation,” but as that which keeps the 
society from being tainted albeit surrounded by encroaching materialism and consumerism. As such, 
like Hải, thầy Đào is also portrayed as a vehicle of beautiful traditional values (Gray 2018). 
 
The title thầy identifies Đào as a respected, knowledgeable teacher. In their relationship, thầy Đào is 
the teacher and Kiến An is his pupil. Learning that thầy Đào’s fingers have been damaged by leprosy, 
Kiến An offers to be his amanuensis to write down his poems while he reads them aloud. This act 
renders Kiến An the body and thầy Đào the brain. As the body, she functions as the manual labor 
executing his intellectual and artistic endeavors. Although academically curious and appreciative of 
poetry, Kiến An is not an artist like teacher Đào, nor is she a philosopher like Hải. At best, she is a learner 
and a follower of ideas initiated by men.  
 

   
Figures 11, 12. In the world of poetry. Source: Three Seasons (00:43:32). 

 
Kiến An’s final act is a tribute to the poet who has passed away: she drops lotus blossoms in the river 
where local boat women are singing a folk song that represents thầy Đào’s youth and freedom from 
confinement. The film also suggests, as Kiến An promises the butler, that her future endeavors will 
ensure that thầy Đào’s legacy – his poetry collection and by extension Vietnamese traditional values – 

 
7  A Vietnamese folk poem goes “Trong đầm gì đẹp bằng sen/Lá xanh bông trắng lại chen nhị vàng/Nhị vàng bông trắng lá xanh/Gần 

bùn mà chẳng hôi tanh mùi bùn”. In English: “In the pond, no flower rivals the beauty of the lotus/Green leaves, white 

blossoms, and yellow pollen/Yellow pollen, white blossoms, and green leaves/Surrounded in mud, and yet untainted” 

(author’s translation). 
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“will not be wasted and fall into oblivion” (“sẽ không bị mờ phí, lãng quên”). As such, Kiến An’s purpose 
and course of action are shaped by the man’s aspirations. She is but his follower. 
 
 

CONCLUSION 
 
Unlike many Vietnamese films about prostitutes where men and women are pitched against one 
another in abusive relationships, Three Seasons portrays a rather harmonious bond between the two 
sexes. The prostitute Lan, the cyclo driver Hải, the lotus vendor Kiến An, and the poet thầy Đào, despite 
their initial discrepancies, eventually develop and maintain an amicable rapport because they all fall 
neatly into their culturally predetermined roles: men are educators and creators; women are learners 
and assistants. Male power is omnipotent in the elevation of women’s moral and cognitive statuses. 
While the male protagonists are constructed either as artists, intellectuals, or custodians of traditional 
values, women either fluctuate in their beliefs and behavior or subscribe to men’s morality, intellect, 
and art. Despite being intelligent and perceptive (Lan) or inquisitive and appreciative of genuine beauty 
and art (Kiến An), women in this film are deprived of the right to narrate their own story or the position 
to produce knowledge and art. The film’s reduced characterization of women compromises their 
subjectivity, which informs them to operate only in accordance with a purpose and dream they borrow 
and inherit from men. As such, Three Seasons laments the loss of tradition in the rapidly transforming 
society of Vietnam under Đổi Mới through a didactic tale where men are superiorized as educators and 
women are essentialized as learners. 
 
As a film intended for both Vietnamese and international audiences, Three Seasons introduces a 
Vietnamese perspective that counters the stereotypes about Vietnam and the Vietnamese in Western 
films. In Three Seasons, the Vietnamese are no longer the faceless, the victims, or the savages. By 
centralizing the life stories of Vietnamese subjects and introducing the American character through a 
Vietnamese perspective (Hải’s), the film reclaims subjectivity for the Vietnamese. However, this 
regained subjectivity is embodied by male characters while women are still enlightened and guided by 
men. The prostitute and the lotus vendor are made peripheral from their own stories so that the cyclo 
driver can take the central stage from which he leads one and educates the other. Thus, while Three 
Seasons contests the orientalism and effacement of Vietnamese subjectivity in Western films, it keeps 
women in a place where they can only follow men’s instructions. In this way, the film is traditionalist in 
its simplistic and reduced constructions of women. Interestingly, while challenging Hollywood 
portrayals of Vietnam and the Vietnamese, Three Seasons shares a Hollywood preoccupation with male 
development and action (Hamilton 2009) rather than upholding a Vietnamese cinematic tradition in 
which women are transforming (as opposed to transformed) agents who represent the nation (Charlot 
1991; Marchetti 1991; Minh and Pham 2003; Hamilton 2009).  
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In the wake of Đổi Mới-entailed social upheavals, part of the Vietnamese people advocated a return to 
traditional values, especially in relation to women’s social position (Hamilton 2009; Gray 2018). Three 
Seasons resonates with such nostalgic sentiment in its depiction of gender relations. Leaving the 
country as a toddler, Tony Bui professed that in his mind, Vietnam is “a past-tense word” (Winters 
1999). Through poetry, folk music, and an unmissable emphasis on the beauty and importance of 
traditional values, Three Seasons searches for an “inner world of the Vietnamese” (ibid.) that is purer, 
better, and more “authentic” (Norindr 2001, 78). Commenting on Bui’s statement, film director Đặng 
Nhật Minh said, “For those filmmakers who are living and working in Vietnam, this type of search 
doesn’t exist, because Vietnam is the environment of their daily life… Tony looked for the first spring 
that feeds the beginning of the river, but we are soaking in this river” (Winters 1999). With the 
“Vietnamese river” having been fed by a plethora of cultural tributaries from its neighbors in Southeast 
Asia, Chinese colonizers, French colonizers, American imperialists, and Western and East Asian 
investors and business partners, it would be difficult to navigate cultural norms, in this case in regard 
to gender relations, as neatly and simplistically as seen in Tony Bui’s Three Seasons. 
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ABSTRACT 
 
During the community quarantine in the Philippines, numerous trends arose online and one of 
those was the Thai Boys’ Love (BL) series. Its popularity grew exponentially a few months after 
the start of the lockdown, leading to independent studios producing the first Pinoy BL series or 
what I term the First Wave Pinoy BL. This paper aims to investigate how the Pinoy BL genre 
differentiated itself when it glocalized Thai BL. Through conducting content analysis of the first 
five Pinoy BL series, namely Hello, Stranger (2020), Gameboys (2020), Gaya Sa Pelikula (2020), 
Quaranthings (2020), and In Between (2020), it was found that Pinoy BL removed and rejected 
some crucial tropes of Thai BL such as putting a villain edit on women, trivializing the act of coming 
out, and featuring the seme-uke dynamic. It is argued that these differences were attributed to 
queer creators and actors being primarily involved in the production, the rise initiated by non-
major production studios, and an absence of productions’ linkage to the book industry. This is an 
initial, yet crucial, research project as Pinoy BL is still a relatively new phenomenon worthy of 
future studies. 
 
Keywords: Boys’ Love (BL), glocalization, Philippine popular culture, queer sexuality, Thai popular 
culture 
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INTRODUCTION: THE DAWN OF PINOY BOYS’ LOVE 
 
During the community quarantine in the Philippines, numerous trends arose online and one of those 
was the Thai Boys’ Love (BL) series. This was brought about by the increased demand for digital content 
during the quarantine (Morales 2021). The Thai series 2gether (2020) became the most popular entry 
point for Filipino viewers into Thai Boys’ Love as it aired during the start of the pandemic. Its popularity 
grew exponentially to the point that it prompted the production of what I term the First Wave of Pinoy 
BL series, such as Gameboys (2020), Hello, Stranger (2020), In Between (2020), Quaranthings (2020), and 
Gaya sa Pelikula (2020). These series were produced by either independent studios or relatively new 
players in the industry, namely, TheIdeaFirst Company, Black Sheep Productions, Ride or Die Initiative, 
ANIMA (formerly known as Globe Studios), and USPHTV. This is understandable as BL is a new genre 
in Philippine media that major industry players would initially be reluctant to produce or support. Added 
to that, with the huge impact of the pandemic on the entertainment industry in the country, producing 
a series that is arguably unchartered terrain would be too risky for them. Only after the relative success 
of the First Wave did mainstream production studios join the BL scene, such as Regal Entertainment 
with the release of Ben x Jim in late 2020. 
  
Moreover, a rich pool of literature about Pinoy BL has yet to be developed because it is a relatively new 
phenomenon in the country. From a strategic standpoint, it is imperative to investigate the first Pinoy 
BL series because it is rather rare in the Philippine experience for a media phenomenon to be initiated 
from the industry’s periphery and to penetrate the popular media market.  
 
Originating from Japan, BL is already a significant aspect of Asian and even global popular culture. With 
its reach and entry to other countries’ popular culture through globalization, it is noticeable that it 
transforms along the process of appropriation (Fermin 2013), localization (Prasannam 2019, 66), or 
“queer transfiguration” (Welker 2022, 3). This is apparent in Pinoy BL series’ most proximate 
predecessor – Thai BL. This is not to say that BL has not reached the Philippines before the COVID-19 
pandemic, as the Japanese BL genre had female fans in the country during the early 2010s when it was 
appropriated into local yaoi writings that incorporated issues on homosexuality and are sympathetic to 
LGBT concerns (Fermin 2013). However, it only resided in pockets and did not translate into series or 
films.  
 
If Japanese BL is introduced to the Thai mediascape unaltered, it would be censored, as Thai media is 
still considered conservative for non-heteronormative expressions (Baudinette 2019, 115). In the early 
days of consumption of Japanese yaoi in urban Bangkok, Thai authorities considered BL as “obscene 
media” (Prasannam 2019, 66). Prior to the release of what was considered as the first full Thai BL 
series, which is Love Sick the Series in 2014 (Baudinette 2019; Prasannam 2019), years of conditioning 
in Thai mainstream media was made to ease in BL narratives. Some of these were the movie Love of 
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Siam (2007) that prompted more demand for gay representation in the media, the reality show 
Academy Fantasia (2004) that provided yaoi couples to the Thai entertainment industry, and 
collaborations of the industry-leading Thai media conglomerate GMM Grammy with Exact Company 
and Scenario Company (merged into The One Enterprise Company Limited in 2014) in producing gay 
couple content on television (Prasannam 2019, 67-69).  
 
The glocalization of BL into Thai mainstream media, in its full-blown form, manifested itself in the 
insertion into the Thai drama format lakhon, with Love Sick the Series as the pioneer. Love Sick was a 
remarkable adaptation of a locally written yaoi fiction (Prasannam 2019, 69). Utilizing a medium for 
heteronormative relationships, infusion of BL elements did not come off as too foreign or threatening. 
When Lovesick achieved commercial success, it prompted more Thai BLs to be produced and eventually, 
BL became commercially viable for major private corporations. GMM Grammy was notable in 
institutionalizing the cycle of developing web novels into television series (Pham 2021, 111) by 
partnering with the book industry and grooming female yaoi writers (Prasannam 2019, 73). The same 
scale of production is yet to be witnessed for Pinoy BL. However, the difference in the Philippine 
experience is that the rise of Pinoy BL was heavily influenced by Thai BL instead of Japanese BL. With 
this, it is intuitive to take a closer look at Pinoy BL more in relation to Thai BL, but still with consideration 
of Japanese BL elements. 
  
An initial assumption of this research is that Pinoy BL differentiated itself from the general conventions 
of Boys’ Love during its glocalization of the genre, more so from Thai BL. To appraise this, I performed 
content analysis of five series in the First Wave of Pinoy BL, which are Hello, Stranger (2020), Gameboys 
(2020), Gaya Sa Pelikula (2020), Quaranthings (2020), and In Between (2020). These were chosen from 
the numerous series produced during this period as these received relatively high reception based on 
their views on YouTube and online presence. Also, they were produced by a mix of early and 
independent players scoped within the First Wave. The researcher watched every episode of each 
series to tally the themes. After extracting the themes from the series, they were juxtaposed with the 
characteristics and tropes of Thai BL and Japanese BL referenced from the literature. 
  
As the research is only concerned with how the First Wave of Pinoy BL glocalized the BL genre, it cannot 
provide answers to the impacts of such glocalization to the general discussion of queer representation 
in media and how these series differentiate from gay- or LGBT-media in the Philippines. These should 
be pursued in future research. 
 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW: PUTTING THE “LOVE” IN BOYS’ LOVE 
 
Even though the BL genre became popular in the Philippines during the pandemic, it did not originate 
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from Thailand or materialize just a few years ago. In fact, the genre became popular during the 1970s 
in Japan in the form of shojo manga (girls comics) that served as a way for women to explore sexuality 
when such exploration was rather hindered due to the prevailing patriarchy in the country (Welker 
2015, 46; Fermin 2013). Typically, BL showcases “beautiful boys” or bishōnen, but appreciation for 
them has been a longstanding practice in Japan, especially during the Edo period (1603-1868) 
(McLelland and Welker 2019, 6). Pieces of literature would list different tropes of BL, but this study 
would utilize Baudinette and Fermin’s works. Baudinette referenced four tropes: (1) heterosexual 
women, known as fujoshi, serve as the primary audience of BL, (2) BL is homosocial, with few female 
characters that are painted as villains or are only in minor supporting roles, (3) the majority of the 
characters conform to the stylistics of the bishōnen or “beautiful men,” and (4) the relationship 
dynamics are defined by the seme-uke rule (Baudinette 2019, 120-121). On the other hand, Fermin 
(2013) enumerated four tropes: (1) “coupling” as focus, (2) highly androgynous aesthetics of characters, 
(3) feeling of detachment from reality, focusing on the coupling, and (4) vilification of already rare 
female characters. Even if these tropes are generalized patterns in BL, this does not imply that the 
genre was amiss of evolution. 
 
In the introduction of their book Boys Love Manga and Beyond: History, Culture, and Community in Japan, 
McLelland and Welker (2015) claim that appreciation for bishōnen (“beautiful boy”) has been practiced 
in Japan for centuries and BL is just a manifestation of it. It was because of the entry of Western 
sexology in Japan during the late Meiji period (1868 to 1912), which pathologized homosexuality, that 
this practice withered away and became censored. Only in the 1970s did this have a comeback through 
the efforts of a group of female writers, the so-called Fabulous Forty-Niners, when they started writing 
manga that highlight romantic – and eventually sexual – relationships between beautiful adolescent 
boys. In the early 1970s, this version of manga was first published in commercial magazines and 
eventually grew to a market of both commercial and non-commercial production and distribution 
channels, even amounting to a yearly domestic value of almost USD 25 million. Since then, various 
labels, such as shōnen’ai, yaoi and bōizu rabu (boys’ love), have emerged and are often conflated as a 
single entity, despite their historical and stylistic differences. 
 
James Welker (2015) provides a brief history of shōnen’ai, yaoi, and BL. He mentions that throughout 
the history of the above-mentioned iterations, there was a fluctuating mix of elements from high- and 
lowbrow cultures from Japan, Europe, USA, and elsewhere. Shōnen’ai started as a type of manga along 
the margins of shōjo manga or manga that cater to female audiences. It is characterized by a seme-uke 
rule that roughly reproduces male-female binary into male-male relationships. However, in 
contemporary discourse, it is associated with pedophilia (McLelland and Welker 2015, 5) that aids 
some seme-uke storyline dynamics. Yaoi, on the other hand, was born during the rising popularity of 
shōnen’ai and is characterized by fan engagement. Fans would write their own stories, or dōjinshi, with 
more homoerotic elements and shift away from employing foreign settings and characters. It is 
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composed of amateur dōjinshi, which parodies existing shōnen manga or anime and original dōjinshi 
(Fujimoto 2015, 77). Lastly, BL is characterized by commercialization of yaoi where producers of 
original dōjinshi works were enlisted by new commercial magazines. It completely departed from 
utilizing foreign characters and was usually set in Japan with Japanese characters (Welker 2015, 46). 
With the highly commercialized feature of BL, it spread globally, which caused the proliferation and 
glocalization of the genre, especially in Southeast and East Asian countries. Here, it showed that BL is 
not a homogeneous genre as it is perceived today, with iterations borne out of specific historicities and 
social conditions. 
  
Fujimoto Yukari (2015), in her work The Evolution of BL as “Playing with Gender,” discusses how the 
evolution of the genre from shōnen’ai to yaoi and BL should be understood with consideration of the 
gender situation of its time, the authors’ age, and the target audiences. Significant pieces of literature 
would interpret the development of shōnen’ai seen through a psychoanalytic lens which misconstrued 
it as women’s safe simulation of sex or mere projection of female fantasies. However, BL was created 
as resistance to gender repression at the time, desire for equality in relationships, and search for the 
ultimate couple. When yaoi and BL emerged from shōnen’ai, there was a shift in perspective from the 
audience – from relating due to gender oppression to relating due to mere interest (Fujimoto 2015, 
84). Moreover, the practice of coupling has been important in yaoi fictions, as seme and uke have 
mixtures of masculine and feminine characteristics (Fujimoto 2015, 85). Hence, the distinction 
between the two is just a product of the coupling process by the fans. In this period, the audience came 
to enjoy masculinity and femininity without feeling oppressed. Fujimoto (2015) explained it succinctly 
by noting a shift from “amusement of sex” (referring to shōnen’ai) to “amusement of gender” (referring 
to yaoi) as both seme and uke characters possess gender ambiguity (84). Furthermore, various yaoi 
terms emerged to depict many possible relationship patterns such as sasoi uke (a person that is 
physically uke but mentally seme), jō uke (proud uke queen), hetare zeme (a loser seme), and more 
(Fujimoto 2015, 85). Here, from what seemed to be a myopic view of BL, Fujimoto’s work shows that 
BL became as widespread as it is right now because it evolved into a genre where readers and creators 
could varyingly explore and interpret gender in what she calls “a thoroughly gender-blended world” 
(Fujimoto 2015, 85). 
  
Thailand is an interesting case of BL genre penetration. In general, anything that departs from 
heteronormative norms is explicitly censored in the Thai media (Jackson 2011, 2), even if the country 
is viewed as accepting to non-heterosexuals, especially of transgenders, who in Thailand are called 
kathoey. The image of same-sex romance between men took a long time before it became slowly 
integrated into the Thai popular culture. It started with the consumption of BL manga by middle-class 
heterosexual Thai women (Baudinette 2019, 116) who enjoy intimacy between male characters in 
shōnen manga (Prasannam 2019, 65). Thailand has a genre of television drama called lakhon that 
features heterosexual romance among wealthy individuals (Farmer 2015, 80), and same-sex desires 
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are viewed as “sexual abnormalities” (Jackson 2002, 221). A shock in the lakhon tradition happened 
when the series Lovesick (2014) used heterosexual subplots to introduce queer narratives. Having 
identifiable phra-ek (male protagonists) and nang-ek (female protagonists), this lakhon differentiated 
itself from the homosocial norm of Japanese BL (Baudinette 2019, 119-123). Most notably, it had no 
explicitly identifiable seme and uke, which was further emphasized by the lack of references to sexual 
intercourse between the lead characters. It was done to “make BL elements legible to a Thai consumer 
who is unaware of the generic norms of BL” (123). It was so well-received that it even had its second 
season in 2015 and moved to the mainstream TV channel GTH. Since then, the Thai media landscape 
has changed and lakhon has transformed into series called wai (short for ‘series yaoi’) as the 
appropriated form of BL in the Thai mediascape. However, in the series following Lovesick, the 
conventions of Japanese BL, especially the seme-uke trope, became more apparent and acceptable 
within the Thai mediascape. With this, Lovesick served to provide BL literacy among Thai consumers 
(116-130). 
  
Arguably, the Thai media landscape underwent a process called “glocalization.” This is essentially a 
blending of the global and local (Khondker 2005, 184). The term may be related to hybridity or 
syncretism but the crucial element of glocalization is possessing a local element involved in a fusion 
(Khondker 2005, 191). Here, there is a customization of the global to suit local cultures. Thai BL did not 
immediately embrace the conventions of Japanese BL, especially the seme-uke rule, in its early 
iterations. Only in succeeding years did it incorporate these conventions. The local element involved in 
Thai BL is the lakhon which served its host and the local yaoi novels that had been adapted into series. 
Tropes and elements of Japanese BL, especially seme-uke, became more apparent in Thai BL series 
such as SOTUS (2016), Together With Me (2017), Love By Chance (2018), TharnType (2019), and even in 
recent ones that were introduced to the Filipino audience, like Dark Blue Kiss (2019), Theory of Love 
(2019), and 2gether The Series (2020). 
  
Typically, Thai BL series feature university students who are either rivals-turned-lovers or friends with 
longstanding love for each other. Previously, Thai BL series would portray high school students but 
shifting to university students would make it easier and less controversial to incorporate mature 
issues, especially sexual activities (Pham 2021, 113). The seme-uke rule is very much existent, 
especially with having a “husband-wife” dynamic amongst the characters. During the years 2016-
2017, there was a shift in the portrayal of masculinity in Thai BL – from hard to soft masculinity. The 
shift focused on showing the characters as kind and caring and less reliant on active violence and 
intense sexuality to assert their masculinity (Pham 2021, 116-117). However, beneath this is the 
persistence of the seme-uke dynamic. Also, vilification of female characters in Thai BL remains a 
common practice (Pham 2021, 120). 
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If this is how the BL genre penetrated and adapted itself into the Thai popular media landscape, how 
did it glocalize into the Philippine media landscape? 
  
 

THE “FIRST WAVE” OF PINOY BOYS’ LOVE 
 
This section discusses selected series included in the so-called “First Wave of Pinoy BL.” Aside from 
the brief synopsis of each series, BL elements and tropes are assessed in contrast to the content of 
these Pinoy BL series. 
 
 
Hello, Stranger (2020) 
 
Hello, Stranger features two university students, Xavier and Mico, who have their different personalities 
brought together by a class requirement. Xavier is a popular varsity player who is underperforming in 
his academics. On the other hand, Mico is an uptight achiever who is part of the Padawans who regularly 
hold quiz nights. Situated in a COVID-19 pandemic storyline, the whole series mostly runs in video call 
scenes. 
  
The series premises Xavier and Mico as enemies, hating each other’s guts. In their journey of self-
discovery, they are stuck in their love triangles, with Xavier having Crystal as his girlfriend and Kookai, 
a member of the Padawans, having a romantic interest in Mico. However, even if the other love 
interests of Xavier and Mico are women, they are not portrayed as actively hindering the budding 
romance between the main leads. As Xavier and Mico continue working on their project, they find 
themselves getting closer and spend more time together (see Figure 1). Even after the revelations, they 
remain supportive of and stay friends with Xavier and Mico. This is highlighted in Crystal’s scene in 
Episode 7, Hello, Truth, where she supports Xavier’s decision on who he will choose between her and 
Mico. 
 
The story is not mainly centered on the romance between Xavier and Mico. The Padawans are portrayed 
with their own struggles and storylines, such as Kookai and Seph’s budding romance and Junjun’s 
personal struggles. Even if they have their own subplots, they are still meshed, story-wise, as 
Padawans, especially when they are all supportive of Xavier and Mico’s romantic journey. 
 
In dealing with the queerness of Xavier and Mico, the series is gentle in its approach. As both characters 
are seemingly straight at the start, their self-discovery is delicately portrayed as shown in how they 
both come out on their own terms and at their own pace. Mico comes out to the Padawans without 
being pressured to do so, while Xavier implicitly comes out to Crystal when she “just knows” he likes 
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another man and let go of him. Also, both Xavier and Mico show softness and tenderness in their 
characters. especially with the dynamics of their interactions. With this, there are no observable seme 
and uke. 
 

 
Figure 1. Mico (left) and Xavier (right) making a promise to each other over a video call. Source: Preen.ph 

 
 
Gameboys (2020) 

 
Gameboys starts with Cairo, an online game streamer, getting defeated by a certain user Angel2000, 
who is revealed as Gavreel later in the episode. Wanting to redeem himself, Cairo asks Gavreel for a 
rematch, but the latter only agrees in exchange of courting the former (see Figure 2). At the end of the 
series, going through numerous obstacles in their budding romance, with Cairo’s family moving to 
Bukidnon as the ultimate one, they get to spend time together in person and finally take ownership of 
their romance. Utilizing the start of the COVID-19 pandemic as the setting of the story, the series 
heavily relies on video call scenes as a means for the characters to interact. Also, it places narrative 
hurdles for the romantic journey of Cairo and Gavreel such as Cairo doubting the viability of an online 
relationship, Cairo getting jealous of Gavreel’s ex-girlfriend and best friend Pearl, Gavreel getting 
jealous of Cairo’s childhood friend Wesley, and Cairo getting jealous of Gavreel’s ex-boyfriend Terrence. 
 
Most of the romantic pairings in the story revolve around Cairo, Gavreel, Terrence, and Wesley. The 
series is rather homosocial, with only Pearl, Cairo’s mom, and Risa, Cairo’s ex-girlfriend, as the female 
characters. Nonetheless, they have relevance to the plot and have their own narrative journey. Pearl 
serves as Cairo and Gavreel’s cheerleader and ultimate support, even having a moment calling out 
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Terrence’s problematic behavior. She is the main driver of the story. Cairo’s mom, after her husband’s 
passing due to COVID-19, has an emotional guard which diminishes after a heartfelt scene with Cairo 
regarding his sexuality. Risa, although initially painted negatively as someone who outed Cairo, is 
humanized through her apology to Cairo and her explanation of how she felt with finding out that her 
then-ex-boyfriend was gay. 
 

 
Figure 2. Cairo (left) and Gavreel (right) negotiating their game rematch. Source: Aminoapps.com 

  
Looking at how Cairo’s and Gavreel’s sexualities are portrayed, it is rather difficult to identify an obvious 
seme and uke, as both are assertive and receptive to each other’s advances. It can be seen as a rather 
‘normalizing’ approach, refusing to follow a heteronormative dynamic. Even if Cairo is initially outed by 
his ex-girlfriend, he is provided with his own journey in coming to terms with his sexuality and finally 
coming out to his family. Most importantly, there is ownership of Cairo’s and Gavreel’s sexuality with 
their overt declaration of their queerness. 
 
 
Gaya Sa Pelikula (2020) 
 
A prequel to the Wattpad version of the series, Gaya sa Pelikula, features the story of Karl, a financially 
struggling architecture student who wants to shift to Film Studies, and Vlad, a next-door neighbor 
hiding from his family. When Karl is not paid by his employer, an opportunity arises as Vlad offers to 
pay his rent in exchange of him staying in Karl’s unit. Added to that, they have to pretend to be lovers 
to Vlad’s sister, Judit. Initially, they both struggle staying together under one roof because Karl is too 
uptight and Vlad is messy. Eventually, they start opening up, but it presents dilemmas for Karl as he is 
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still in the process of finding his sexual identity. At one of the peaks of the story, Karl is pressured into 
admitting his feelings for Vlad, leading him to reveal to Judit that their relationship was fake. Feeling 
rejected, Vlad flees only to come back after his sister encourages him to keep on loving despite the 
possibility of getting hurt. Their reunion results in them confessing their feelings. As they are finally 
being themselves in their bubble, the climax of the story occurs – the predicament of revealing their 
relationship to their loved ones. Pressured yet again, Karl denies his relationship with Vlad because he 
feels obliged to come out even though he is not ready yet. Gaya sa Pelikula takes a heartbreaking turn 
when Karl and Vlad have to separate. The series ends with Anna, Vlad’s friend, encouraging Karl to live 
his truth in the outside world, where real life starts. The two leads end up seeing each other again in a 
university organization’s orientation (see Figure 3). 
 

 
Figure 3. Karl (left) reuniting with Vlad (right) in a university organization’s orientation. Source: Preen.ph 

 
The series is rather romantically homosocial as it only features the love story between Karl and Vlad. 
However, the other characters still have their own narrative journeys: Judit explores the bounds of 
allyship, Anna struggles in enjoying her life as a single mother, Karl’s parents realize how much they 
have burdened their son to live up to their expectations, and Tito Santi, Karl’s uncle, reflects on being 
an older gay man. Although the focus of the series, the treatment of the romance between Karl and 
Vlad is not overpowering of other characters’ storylines or of Karl’s and Vlad’s personal journeys. 
  
As an interesting usage of female characters in the series, Judit and Anna are not romantically 
connected with any of the main leads. Instead, they serve as representations of allyship, where they 
present its ethics through their narrative arcs. Judit, a self-proclaimed ally in her interest to protect her 
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brother Vlad, breaks a taboo of allyship, which is pressuring someone to come out. This is dialectically 
challenged by Anna’s character who is more understanding of Karl’s lack of readiness to come out. 
Here, both female characters are not just crucial in the romantic and personal story arcs of Karl and 
Vlad, they also carry with them the ethics of allyship, which is a rather uncommon theme in BLs. 
  
The series takes pride in its characters taking ownership of their queerness, from coming out and 
owning up to being gay. It presents the primacy of “coming out at one’s pace and terms” through the 
depiction of Karl’s hardships whenever he is pressured to come out. Also, with the utility of “soft 
masculinity” (Pham 2021, 117), identifying the seme and uke is impossible. 
  
 
Quaranthings (2020) 
 
Quaranthings is a story about Judah, a competitive college student, and Rocky, a hustling breadwinner, 
who are stuck in their shared apartment at the start of the community quarantine. They start out as 
housemates with no interactions before the lockdown and with preconceived notions about each other. 
As they spend their time together (see Figure 4), these notions change, and they are able to do selfless 
acts for each other. With the tension growing between the two, Judah pursues Rocky, which leaves the 
latter surprised. Eventually, they consummate their relationship, but numerous challenges arise. Some 
of these are Rocky’s confusion about his sexuality and Judah’s orgmate and fling, Glenn, coming into 
the picture. The final hurdle for their romance is Rocky’s dilemma with coming out to his Christian 
family. The series seems to end with Rocky and Judah going separate ways, but a plot twist happens 
when Rocky finally comes out and is accepted by his family. This gives him the push to place all his bets 
on Judah. The series ends with them being together and spending the rest of the quarantine with 
Judah’s grandmother. 
 
This series is probably the most homosocial among the five titles in this research, with the characters 
mainly being gay men. Quaranthings is intimate in its storytelling, focusing on Judah and Rocky’s 
romance, with some side characters supporting them. Contrary to the usual love triangle in BLs where 
women are included, the love triangle in the series is composed of Judah, Rocky, and Glenn, and there 
are no romantic subplots. 
 
Although, initially, one can observe a seme and an uke between Judah and Rocky due to their physical 
characteristics, this is immediately overturned by the lead characters’ shared moments of 
assertiveness and softness. Furthermore, the seme-uke dynamic blurs in Judah’s actions, as he 
constantly corrects misconceptions of homosexuality and same-sex relationships. It is also important 
to note the refreshing aspect of Rocky’s coming out arc, not least because of his working class 
background. Rocky asserts that they are too busy trying to survive to even think about their sexuality. 
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Therefore, Rocky’s coming out only comes after the reassurance of his family, whom he serves as the 
breadwinner. 
 

 
Figure 4. Judah (left) hugging Rocky (right) as a dare during their first drinking session. Source: Inquirer.net 

  
 

In Between (2020) 
 
In Between features the story of Tau and Otep and their journey of coming out as a couple and dealing 
with the ups and downs of their relationship. The series starts with their breakup which is followed by 
their reunification during a friend’s birthday party. Both, after seeing each other after some years, talk 
about their past relationship and crucial events. It is revealed that the breakup is a selfless act by Tau 
to push Otep to move to the United States with his mom.  
 
As things clear up, they get back together. A rather overly stretched climax of the series, Tau and Otep 
celebrate their anniversary in a resort with their gang Boom Harot (see Figure 5). Orion, Tau’s friend, 
becomes a source of jealousy of Otep, and it is later revealed that he is an accomplice to Tau’s surprise. 
The series ends with Tau and Otep declaring their love for each other in a pretend wedding.  
 
The story is homosocial with the nature of the romance between Tau and Otep, and their friend, Nin, 
and Makisig as the foci. The female characters, Nics and Bianx, both part of Boom Harot, are accessories 
without substantial story arcs. However, they are portrayed positively as supportive friends to the 
Boom Harot gang. This is depicted through their reassurance of Nin’s feelings towards Makisig. 
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Figure 5. Tau (left) showing to Otep (right) the surprise celebration he organized for their anniversary.  

Source: world-of-bl.com 

  
This series includes elements that are reminiscent of Japanese BL. Aside from hints of internalized 
homophobia and heterosexual undertones in Tau and Otep’s relationship, Tau rejects his queerness 
when Nics and Bianx express their disbelief that he likes men. He says that the only man he likes is 
Otep. Also, it can be observed that Tau acts as the seme and Otep as the uke.  
 
This is further observed in Otep’s frequent jealousy and him always being taken care of by Tau. 
Nonetheless, just like the other series discussed, there is delicateness in tackling the issue of coming 
out. This is evidenced by the case of Tau and Otep when they reveal their relationship to Boom Harot, 
and Nin’s declaration of love towards Makisig.  
 
The themes generated from the content analysis are collated in the table below. 
 

Theme 
Hello, 

Stranger 
Gameboys 

Gaya sa 

Pelikula 

Quaran-

things 
In Between 

Homosocial No Yes No Yes Yes 
Women as villains against 

main leads’ romance 
No No No No No 

Overt/explicit coming out Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes* 
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Overt/explicit declaration of 
main characters as ‘gay’ or 

not straight 
No Yes Yes Yes No 

Observable seme and uke No No No No Yes 
Main leads are ‘homosexual’ 

at the start of the series 
No Yes** Yes** Yes** No 

Existence of love triangles 
involving the main leads 

Yes Yes No Yes Yes 

Table 1. Themes of the Pinoy BL series. 
* not applicable to main leads 
** only one of the main leads 

 
It is noticed that some tropes of Thai BL, and by extension, Japanese BL, are existent in Pinoy BL, such 
as homosociality and the existence of love triangles involving the main leads. The latter is somewhat 
understandable as love triangles generally exist in love stories. However, it must be noted that the 
homosociality of the majority of the five series studied here can be attributed to their small production 
size and limits due to restrictions during the pandemic. What can be interesting in the table is the 
departure of Pinoy BL from the conventions of Thai BL and Japanese BL, such as vilification of women, 
rejection of queer identity, and the seme-uke rule. 
  
 

GLOCALIZED (?): BOYS’ LOVE IN PINOY BL 
 
At this point, it is imperative to question how glocalization is operationalized in the First Wave iterations 
of Pinoy BL. This section discusses the main themes of glocalization observed in the series and the 
factors attributed the themes’ manifestation. 
  
 
The Villainous Role of Female Characters 
 
As a norm in the BL genre, women are used to hinder the romance of the two male leads. With the role 
of jealous girlfriends or persistently dense schoolgirls, they do everything to get one of the leads as 
their lover. They attribute a lack of attraction to homosexuality, which leads them to snoop more into 
the lives of their love interests. In some cases, this act is supported by their close friends who may or 
may not stick with them in the end. When they discover the homosexuality, their impulsive reaction is 
to spread the news. The usual response of people in the story is to discriminate against the outed 
person. One of the leads receives the repercussions of such an act, which serves as the dramatic 
challenge to the couple. Ultimately, they overcome the challenge and reach a happy ending. On the 
other hand, the villainous women either reconcile with the main leads, find another lover, or have an 
unfortunate ending due to their behavior. Nonetheless, women usually play the villain in BL series. In 
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hindsight, this practice seems harmless, but it insidiously sends a message that women are 
bottlenecks in queer relationships. 
 
This trope appears to be absent in Pinoy BL genre. The characters of Pearl in Gameboys, and Kookai and 
Crystal in Hello, Stranger are not presented negatively, even if they are previous love interests of the 
male leads. Instead, they are supportive of the male characters. In Hello Stranger, Kookai confesses her 
feelings towards Mico but is rejected. She stops her pursuit and becomes supportive of his relationship 
with Xavier. For Crystal, when she senses that Xavier will choose Mico over her, she calmly retreats 
and retains her friendship with Xavier. It can be argued that the female characters are also more than 
just love interests of the main leads. A case in point is Pearl in Gameboys, as she serves as a mediator 
in conflicts. With Judit and Anna’s roles in Gaya sa Pelikula, they serve as modals of heterosexuals’ 
important alliance with the LGBTQIA+ community. 
  
 
Respecting the Sanctity of Coming Out 
 
It is noticeable in Thai BL that coming out of the closet is a staple source of conflict among the main 
characters, such as in Pete and Kao’s love story in Dark Blue Kiss (2019) and Korn and Nork’s relationship 
in Together With Me (2017). Either one of them or both are in the closet. Sometimes, this alone is the 
basis for the conflict arc of the story. It is usual in Thai BL for the male characters to be outed against 
their will, for instance on social media and through the spread of rumors. The male characters are 
subjected to unsolicited stares or bullying. They suffer the repercussions on their own and those who 
out them always remain unpunished. The worst case is for them to receive bad karma (e.g., being 
exposed online or being abandoned by their friends) due to their wrongful actions and behavior. 
However, this is not related to their act of outing the main characters. It can be argued that coming out 
is not considered an overly sensitive issue in Thai BL. 
  
This is not the case in Pinoy BL, where the act of coming out is often the central theme. In Hello, Stranger, 
Mico comes out to the Padawans by himself when he feels brokenhearted. In Gameboys, Cairo comes 
out to his mother after reconciling with his brother. On the other hand, in Quaranthings, even though 
Judah pressures Rocky to come out, he does it on his own terms. In In Between, Nin’s coming out story 
is not obliged upon him by Boom Harot or his boyfriend Makisig. Even though the gang has a sense that 
Nin is gay, they do not pressure him. Lastly, in Gaya sa Pelikula, the series puts much premium into 
Karl’s own journey of coming out and shows his struggles in admitting his queerness. Arguably, this 
sensitivity to coming out and owning one’s queerness can be attributed to a relatively more politicized 
queer community in the country (Fermin 2013), evidenced by the Philippines having the oldest LGBTQ+ 
movement in Southeast Asia (Magsambol 2019). 
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 Blurring the Seme-Uke Dynamic 
 
‘Husband’ and ‘wife’ are common terms in Thai BL, whereby the former pursues the latter. Beyond the 
term, the dynamics within the relationships in the series are reminiscent of a heterosexual couple, 
which can be contributed to Thai BL’s lakhon origin, prevailing Thai culture, and the nature of Japanese 
BL. The seme or the husband is protective, possessive, and caring. On the other hand, the uke or the 
wife is nagging, submissive, and shy. At face value, it is an entertaining or even ostensibly endearing 
dynamic. This is the case for Thai BL for so long, from the release of Lovesick, which privileges 
heteronormativity (Baudinette 2019, 124), to Love by Chance, which tries to normalize BL relationships 
(Pham 2021, 119), and to SOTUS, which departs from the use of violence and muscularity to the 
depiction of masculinity (Pham 2021, 117-118). Even if there is an evolution in the practice, the seme-
uke trope is still apparent. 
  
Interestingly, this dynamic is almost absent in Pinoy BL. Almost all series investigated do without this 
trope. In Hello, Strangers, even if the characteristics of Xavier and Mico show that there is a seme and 
an uke, with the former being muscular and athletic, and the latter being studious and introverted, 
these characteristics do not play into their dynamic. Instead, their lines and gestures have no distinct 
dominant or submissive character. As for Gameboys, the seme and uke rule is subtly observable. Gavreel 
is portrayed as a muscular queer person who courts Cairo, who is comparatively soft in terms of 
physical features. Also, the latter has moments of nagging, but it can be assumed as his wall of defense 
that recedes later in the series. In fact, as the series progresses, the seme-uke line blurs even more as 
both characters show assertion in their relationship. Quaranthings has an interesting pairing because 
following the conventions of BL, usually, the more masculine character is the one to pursue the other. 
However, in the series, Judah, an effeminate character, is the one pursuing Rocky, who is rather 
masculine. This unconventional dynamic, however, is only used in initiating the relationship, and the 
distinction eventually blurs. In Gaya sa Pelikula, the seme-uke trope is not observable at all. Both Vlad 
and Karl share softness in their character, which is not, in any way, used to paint a seme-uke dynamic. 
A different case is observed in In Between where Tau appears to be the seme and Otep the uke. In many 
instances, Otep becomes jealous and frustrated, while Tau comforts and reassures him. The seme-uke 
trope ultimately manifests as Tau rejects his queerness when confronted by his friends, saying that he 
does not like men except for Otep. Overall, the first wave of Pinoy BL generally rejects the seme-uke 
trope by either blurring the line between the roles or outrightly abandoning it. 
  
 
Factors of Glocalization in First Wave Pinoy BL 
 
The researcher attributes the extent of glocalization of the BL genre in the Philippines to the following 
factors: (1) production as mostly comprised of queer individuals, (2) production as initiated by non-
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major production companies, and (3) absence of linkage between production and the book industry. It 
is argued that these are principally integral factors in setting the direction of Pinoy BL in the future. 
  
It has been the norm in BL that it is written by women for a female audience, observed from the 
historical development of shōnen’ai and yaoi in Japan, spearheaded by female writers (Fermin 2013; 
Welker 2015, 44). In Thailand, it is still the case, even though more male or queer individuals write and 
produce BLs in recent years, because female writers, who are the original yaoi fans, are the ones first 
approached by media companies like GMM Grammy (Prasannam 2019). Nonetheless, it is still women 
who mostly write the BLs that are later produced as series in media networks. This is not the case in 
the Philippines. There are no existing BL novels that serve as basis for Pinoy BLs, even with Gaya sa 
Pelikula that is a prequel to its Wattpad series version. With this, productions start with writing the 
scripts, which are written by queer writers. This is the case in Hello, Stranger, directed by Petersen 
Vargas, who identifies as gay; Gameboys, executively produced by Perci Intalan and Jun Lana, who are 
both gay; Quaranthings, directed by Pancho Maniquis who is also gay; and Gaya sa Pelikula directed by 
JP Habac and written by Juan Miguel Severo, both gay men. Also, there are queer actors cast as main 
leads such as Paolo Pangilinan and Kyo Quijano, who are openly queer. A special case is Gaya sa Pelikula, 
which has the Metro Manila Pride organization as its consultant. Of course, it is not automatically the 
case that just because a BL is produced by queer creators that it is already representative of the 
experiences of the LGBTQIA+ community, but it holds weight on to how there is a departure from the 
conventions of BL – from the seme-uke trope to vilification of women, which are usual features of 
works of female yaoi or BL writers. Filipino LGBTQIA+ identities have been historically disenfranchised, 
misrepresented, and ridiculed in the Philippine media. There have been longstanding qualms for better 
representation (Smith 2021) and the COVID-19 pandemic and the rising popularity of 2gether the Series 
in the country become opportune times for queer creators to take the lead and produce these BLs. 
Their rejection of the seme-uke trope, vilification of the women trope, and rejection of queerness is 
reflective of the relatively progressive LGBT politics in the country (Fermin 2013) which these queer 
creators aim to address. Notable examples are Gaya sa Pelikula’s commitment in ‘reclaiming’ and 
correcting the narratives about the LGBTQIA+ community in Philippine media (Antonio 2021) and its 
demonstration of how allyship can be properly practiced; and Gameboys’ effort in making sure that 
portrayals of queer characters are empathetic and that the actors understand the topics and issues in 
the series (Smith 2021). This demonstrates that the first wave of Pinoy BL as created by a significant 
number of queer individuals provides the momentum in departing from the major tropes of BL, 
addressing the longstanding criticism of the genre regarding LGBT representation. 
  
Another crucial aspect of the Philippine experience in the creation of the first wave of Pinoy BL is how 
these series are produced by early and independent production companies. Thai BLs are produced by 
big network companies such as GMMTV and now-defunct Nadao Bangkok, both subsidiaries of the 
major network company GMM Grammy. With this, Thai BL series are circulated in streaming platforms 
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such as Netflix, WeTV, iQiYi, and AISPLAY. This is not the case of Pinoy BL. The first wave has been 
produced by early and independent players in the industry, namely, TheIdeaFirst Company, Black Sheep 
Productions, Ride or Die Initiative, ANIMA (formerly known as Globe Studios), and USPHTV. They are 
far smaller than the major players, such as Regal Entertainment, Viva Films, Star Cinema, and GMA 
Pictures. The latter two companies are part of the top networks in the country – ABS-CBN (closed due 
to the government’s rejection of franchise renewal) and GMA. These smaller production studios have 
less to lose and much to gain, especially with the lowering costs of producing and marketing series 
brought about by increased digitalization and social media. Also, major players are so ingrained in 
utilizing formulas in producing films and series that BL is a new and risky terrain for them to pioneer 
because they are mainly profit-driven. In contrast, the early and independent players’ incentive is 
mainly their survival in the industry (Lim 2019, 42). With this difference in economic incentives, there 
is more leeway for small players to produce BLs that may partially differ from foreign ones. 
  
The last factor of glocalization is the absence of a production linkage to the book publishing industry. 
This is a striking feature of the Thailand experience where media companies adapt local yaoi novels by 
female Thai writers and later on tap publishing companies to groom writers of future BL series 
(Prasannam 2019, 73). Such industrial linkage is crucial because the major tropes observed in BL are 
conventional writing practices of female yaoi or BL writers. In turn, these tropes translate into the 
adaptation of such novels. Such linkage has yet to materialize in the Philippines. Instead, BL materials 
are directly conceptualized in the scriptwriting process of Pinoy BL production. This condition gives 
more leeway for the departure from major tropes to happen. 
 
 

CONCLUSION: THE PROMISE OF PINOY BOYS’ LOVE 
 
This paper has argued that Pinoy BL differentiates itself from its predecessor, Thai BL, through 
glocalization. Also, it must be noted that glocalization always happens when a cultural product crosses 
geographic borders, like in the case of Thailand’s glocalization of Japanese BL through its injection into 
lakhon. It is imperative to understand Pinoy BL’s glocalization of the BL genre within the context of its 
first wave, i.e., BL series produced by early and independent industry players. With the content analysis 
of the select series in the earlier section, it can be observed that tropes in Thai BL are rejected in Pinoy 
BL. Firstly, the usual vilification of women in Thai BL, or BL in general, is abandoned; instead, women 
are portrayed positively, either as supportive friends or ex-partners, or as images of allyship. Secondly, 
the trope of non-ownership or even rejection of queerness is generally absent in Pinoy BL, evidenced 
by the coming out scenes of the characters in which they do so on their own terms, unlike in some 
cases in Thai BL where they are outed. Most importantly, the seme-uke trope is blurred in Pinoy BL, 
even to the point that identification is almost impossible. These are significant manifestations of Pinoy 
BL’s glocalization of the genre and are attributed to more involvement of queer creators in the 
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production, early and independent industry players that have been pioneering this wave, and absence 
of productions’ industrial linkage with the book industry. 
  
With how the First Wave sets the tone of Pinoy BL in the Philippines, the genre can be promising in 
further addressing existing criticism of BL, for instance that it is not representative of the lived 
experiences of the LGBTQIA+ community. It already has started its course by showcasing characters 
that need not to be boxed within the seme-uke binary and by recognizing the sanctity of coming out. 
Also, it holds potential in pushing mainstream and major industry players in taking risks in opening their 
space for more queer narratives and queer creators. 
  
As of December 2022, almost ninety Pinoy BL series have been produced, and major industry players 
have joined the scene. It is then important for future research to investigate the interplay of major and 
non-major industry players in the creation of narratives in Pinoy BL. 
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The first Vietnam Sports Forum (VSF) took place on 26 November 2022 at the Muong Thanh Grand 
Hanoi Centre Hotel, Vietnam. It was an international conference with the theme “Professionalization 
of Sports Business and Marketing” and is expected to become an annual event, co-organized by the 
Vietnam Sports Administration (VSA) and the We Love Sports Corporation (WLS), under the auspices of 
the Ministry of Culture, Sports and Tourism in Vietnam. Speakers included leading Vietnamese and 
international experts and practitioners in the fields of sports management, business and sports 
marketing, and sports communication.  
 
The purpose of VSF 2022 was to support the development of the sports industry in Vietnam, contribute 
to the promotion of the country’s image, promote destinations, develop tourism, and strengthen 
diplomatic, economic, and cultural relations. It was concerned with globally unanswered questions: 
How can e-sports be recognized at the same level as traditional sports? How can greener motorcycle 
and boat racing be implemented? And how to convert the enthusiasm of the national football fanbase 
into sustainable profits? 
 
The forum featured ten keynote presentations and four discussion panels on sports diplomacy, sports 
economy, sport with multi-dimensional views, and football – the most prestigious sport in Vietnam. 
Among the distinguished speakers were the leaders of the Vietnam Sports Administration, the Vietnam 
Olympic Committee, the Vietnam Football Federation, the Vietnam Bicycle and Motorcycle Federation, 
and the Institute of Sports Economy, as well as representatives of international leading sports 
organizations and companies: World E-Sports Federation, AS Roma (Italy), La Liga (Spain), Ocean 
Protocol, Marco Simone Golf & Country Club Spa, Romanian Sports Academy, Sciacca International 
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Projects, World Chase Tag Company, Vietnam Automobile Association (AAVN) – a member of the World 
Automobile Federation (FIA), Swinburne University of Technology (Australia), and representatives of 
embassies, consulates, and diplomatic missions in Hanoi and Vietnamese consulates. 
 
In his opening remarks (see Figure 1), Mr. Dang Ha Viet, General Director of VSA, defined sports 
economic activities as the production and trading of sports equipment, goods, and talents, that 
contribute to the growth of the national economy, generating revenue, increasing job demand and 
productivity, and creating positive social values. However, the sports economy has not yet reached an 
adequate level of professionalism. He said: 
 

The sports market in Vietnam has not yet thrived and needs continued investment to 
truly become a part of the country’s economy. We very much hope that through this 
event, Vietnam's sports industry can learn the best practices of world-class sports 
branding, media, and advertising. Vietnamese sports businesses can establish 
relationships with reliable international partners, and then confidently enter the global 
sports business arena, helping Vietnam become an attractive destination for 
international mega sports events. 

 
In the panel discussion on sports diplomacy, Mr. Silvio Vecchione, Vietnamese Consul in Naples, shared 
his views on using sports to build the local and national economies. He explained:  
 

There are many examples where sport is one of the most effective diplomatic tools in 
history. Sport can combine and heal diplomatic relationships between governments, 
cultures, geographical regions, and especially areas with geographical conflicts. For 
example, in a marathon or a football tour with the participation of many countries, sport 
knows no boundaries. It has the power to connect community culture and promote 
tourism through place branding. 

 
Agreeing with this opinion, Mrs. Le Thi Hoang Yen, Deputy Director General of VSA, stated: “From the 
perspective of leaders in the field of communication management in sports, I believe sports can 
promote soft power of nations, help to solve problems, connect borders and cultural differences, 
thereby promote cultural exchanges, and raise awareness about each other. Sport can solve social 
problems thoroughly.” 
 
In the panel discussion session about sports economics, Professor Dr. Lam Quang Thanh, Head of the 
Education Department, Vietnam Olympic Committee, raised ten urgent points to tackle the difficulties 
in the sports economics, namely: (1) Institutional management mechanisms: It is necessary to focus 
on branding, media, and advertising aspects in sports education; (2) Institutional level research is 
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needed to provide evidence-based recommendations in sports branding, media, and advertising; (3) 
Create a supply and demand market and compete to promote development; (4) Professionalization and 
socialization in sport; (5) Stimulating sports fans’ consumption; (6) Development of the system of 
facilities; (7) Limited human resources: There are people who can lead, but leadership alone is not 
enough; (8) New fields in sport: recreational sports, sports event organization, and sports betting; (9) 
Lack of policies for the new fields in sport; (10) Lack of institutions and legal development for the new 
fields in sport. 
 

 
Figure 1. Assoc. Prof. Dr. Dang Ha Viet, VSA Director,  

delivers the opening remark at VSF 2022.  
(Source: Vietnam Sports Administration 2022) 

 
Speakers from Vietnam, United States, United Kingdom, Australia, Italy, Spain, Romania, Hungary, and 
Singapore discussed football, sailing, golf, e-sports, digital currency, and how to build an efficient and 
sustainable sports economy. Other issues about sports, such as the economy, diplomacy, trademarks, 
marketing, and sports sponsorship, as well as athletes and talent management, were also debated. For 
example, it is astonishing that just one golf tournament, the Ryder Cup, has brought the Italian 
hospitality industry over one million bookings a year, and it is surprising that AS Roma has both virtual 
and physical stores to sell jerseys and shoes as luxury items.  
 
The panelists also discussed how motorsports take advantage of media technology to facilitate 
intensive fan engagement. To illustrate this point, Dr. Mark Finn from Swinburne University of 
Technology used the example of FANBOOST in Formula E, in which fans can vote for their favorite 
drivers and award them extra power during the races. Sports crypto, i.e., financial incentives for users 
of sports digital platforms, was analyzed by Dr. Raymond Maiorescu, a technology consultant from 



Reviews Southeast Asian Media Studies Journal | Vol. 4, No. 1, 2022 

MACH | VIETNAM SPORTS FORUM | 102 

Ocean Protocol, as the new “blue ocean,” an unexplored space and innovation industry, in sports 
business. Christian Devaux, the Founder of World Chase Tag brought to VSF a case study of turning the 
popular childhood game of chase and tag into a professional, world-recognized sport. Culture in the 
sports business was addressed in all panel discussions as such culture aims at shaping the sports 
branding, media, and advertising industry towards the values of dynamics, novelty, and proactiveness 
for high economic efficiency and advanced social development.  
 
VSF 2022 conducted several side events, including networking meetings and the signing ceremonies 
of Memorandums of Understanding between WLS Corporation and international partners. Accordingly, 
WLS Corporation will host new sports mega-events, such as the GKA Kite Surfing World Tour, motor-
racing events with international safety standards, powerboat racing, the pillow fighting championship, 
aqua-sports, and e-sports.  
 
Mr. Le Quoc Vinh, Executive Chairman of WLS Corporation, said: “VSF 2022 is the structured dialog 
between academia and the industry, the local sports federations and international sports marketing 
experts, the athletes, and talent managers. The forum provides evidence-based recommendations to 
shape the future of the sports industry” (WLS 2022). The Vietnam Sports Forum has been established 
in the form of an annual event. It is expected that sports and media organizations from the ASEAN 
region will participate in this important event in the future. 
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