
Chanokporn Chutikamoltham

!  

Pleasure of Abjection: 
Cheap Thai Comics as Cultural Catharsis 

CHANOKPORN CHITIKAMOLTHAM 
School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London 
!  

AUTHOR BIOGRAPHY 
Chanokporn Chutikamoltham is currently a doctoral candidate in the Centre for Cultural, Liter-
ary and Postcolonial Studies at School of Oriental and African Studies. Her research interests 
focus on cultural theory and popular culture in Thailand. !
  Cheap Thai comics (khatoon lem la baht) are an overlooked cultural product. In this paper, I argue that 
cheap Thai comics are cultural products with subaltern credentials due to their production process and the 
location of their distribution. Moreover, their status as an example of vernacular Thai culture segregates 
them from mainstream culture as they do not conform to official Thai cultural norms. The rigid and static 
interpretation of culture by the Thai state in its shaping of ‘Thainess’  (khwam-pen-thai) creates and sup-
ports patterns of cultural marginalization. The paper further adopts a psychoanalytical lens in its analysis 
of cheap Thai comics. Drawing on Julia Kristeva’s notion of abjection, I argue that these comics serve the 
purpose of cultural catharsis by allowing vicarious experience to release repressed emotions. Despite their 
grotesque visuals and storylines, they are Buddhist didactic parables, conveying Buddhist messages such as 
morality and law of karma. Furthermore, cheap comics rely upon the aesthetics of horror and evidence an 
idiosyncratic artistic style.  !

Cheap Thai comics, commonly referred to by Thais 
as one-baht comics (khatoon lem la baht), are an ex-
ample of an often overlooked cultural material. Though 
the price has now risen to between 5 baht and 15 baht, 
people still widely refer to them as one-baht comics. 
Cheap Thai comics are sold at small bookshops and 
convenience stores such as 7-Eleven. Interestingly, 
however, although the comics can be easily found in 
the Bangkok suburbs and in rural areas they are rarely 
to be seen in the city centre. 

In this paper, I argue that cheap Thai comics are a 
subaltern cultural product for subaltern people. First-
ly, I discuss its place in the Thai cultural realm catego-
rized by Pracha Suveeranont as “vernacular Thai”. 
“Vernacular Thai” or “Thai-Thai” pertains to everyday 
Thai culture situated at the margins of the cultural 
realm and is perceived to be of lower status in relation 
to mainstream culture.  Secondly, I propose that cheap 1

comics have a cathartic function in that they help to 
release repressed emotions. I expand this argument by 
drawing on psychoanalytic theories and approaches in 
the analysis of one sample text. I draw largely on Julia 
Kristeva’s notion of abjection and its cathartic function 

to argue that cheap comics work as cultural catharsis. 
Furthermore, I argue that cheap comics also have a 
Buddhist didactic function.  My objective here is to 
increase the visibility of the culture which is regarded 
as lowbrow and has subaltern status in Thai cultural 
realm. Rather than seeing it as trivial, I propose that it 
has cathartic function and opens up cultural space for 
subaltern people.  

History 
According to Chulasak Amornvej, a veteran car-

toonist, cheap Thai comics emerged around 1977. 
Their history can be traced back to the one-baht illus-
trated novels in the 1950s such as the works of P. In-
tarapalit. Although cheap Thai comics came later, the 
size of the two are similar: 16 pages at 13 cm by 19cm. 
Both were also sold at the price of one baht although 
the value of the money had changed significantly be-
tween the two points of time.   2

Chulasak proposes that the emergence of one-baht 
comics was due to certain market factors. Many newly 
established publishing houses were responding to the 
increasing number of literates in the population. The 
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new publishing houses used cheap pulp comics – with 
their low production cost – as a way to enter the pub-
lishing market.  However, the number of cartoonists 3

was limited, hence, there were not enough works to 
publish. Publishing houses then printed the works of 
amateur cartoonists. The genre of comics most popular 
at the time was that of comedy. The printing cost of 
comedy comics and Japanese comics, however, were 
high.  

At the height of the popularity of cheap Thai 
comics more than ten publishing houses were involved 
in the cheap comics business. Each month, more than 
one million copies of cheap comics were sold. Howev-
er, many of the comics were of low quality as publishers 
opted to decrease the cost and time of production. 
Moreover, because each issue was short, the stories 
also had to be simple. Hence, their popularity de-
clined. Cheap comics also came under criticism for 
their provocative visuals and old-fashioned and stories 
about the supernatural.  Nowadays, cheap comics are 4

not popular. They are still available in the suburbs or in 
small rural bookshops and convenience stores, and are 
a source of entertainment among low-income people. 
Their popularity has decreased through time as there 
are many newer cultural products. Now people see 
them as lowbrow, out-dated, and marginal.  

I argue that cheap comics are subaltern cultural 
products as they have been relegated to a low status in 
the Thai cultural realm, despite the fact that they are 
still relatively popular. Their affordability makes them 
more accessible to low-income readers. Also, their 
loose production process allows amateur artists to 
publish their works.  Their distribution system reach5 -
es grass-roots readers in particular locations. Their 
lowbrow aesthetics and stories based on local myths 
also attract rural readers. 

Cheap Comics as Vernacular Thai 
Culture 

Thai culture has its classifications and different 
cultural materials are assigned their corresponding 
value based on a perceived hierarchy. High-status cul-
ture revolves around Thainess. Thainess is believed to 
be the quality of being Thai and is regarded as the na-
tion’s cultural heritage. Its formation is inextricably 
linked to the nation-building projects of the Thai 
elite’s 19th century centralization efforts and to the 
nationalism of Phibunsongkram’s military regime dur-
ing World War II. Thainess as the nation’s cultural 
heritage is believed to be sacred and a reflection of the 
essence of the Thai people’s national identity. Howev-
er, identity cannot exist on its own; rather, it needs to 

be compared with other aspects of culture. This leads 
to the process of comparing, contrasting, and classify-
ing cultures within the cultural realm that creates a 
hierarchy of cultural expressions.   

Thainess as the national identity emerged in re-
sponse to the emergence of Siam/Thailand as a mod-
ern nation state in late 19th century. The geo-body 
incorporated the small kingdoms that were tributaries 
in indigenous polity of mandala which technically was 
the emboxment of mueang (literally a city-state).  The 6

boundary drawn up by agreements between Siam and 
Britain and Siam and France disregarded the diversity 
of people under the indigenous polity and assimilated 
them into one bounded nation-state. The territory was 
bounded, enclosing diverse people with diverse cul-
tures. The Siamese court, in the late 19th century, in-
vented the term chat, according to Western notion that 
a nation was the political expression of race. The two 
overlapping concepts of defining the Thai race were at 
work. The first one was the people who spoke Thai 
language. The second one was the people who lived 
within the boundary. Thainess as the national identity 
was the cultural instrument to unify people along with 
centralization process in other aspects such as judicia-
ry and bureaucracy aimed to tighten control over the 
people.  Hence, Thainess is coercive per se.                                                        7

Thainess does not have a clear definition and does 
not function according to strict criteria. Nonetheless, it 
has led to a classification of cultural manifestations. 
The conservation of highly regarded cultural materials 
is of paramount importance, while those deemed as 
lowbrow are given lower status.  The classification is 8

repressive. For example, Central Thai culture is re-
garded as the official Thai culture. Hence, it holds 
higher status than other local or regional cultures such 
as the Northeastern  (Isan) culture or the Southern 
Thai culture. Official traditional culture is considered 
to have higher value than everyday popular culture. 
The official definition of the term culture or 
“watthanatham”, coined under Phibusongkhram’s 
military regime, pertains to the “qualities which indi-
cate and promote social prosperity, orderliness, na-
tional unity and development, and morality of the peo-
ple”. This definition also creates a top-down and cen-
tralized vision of the state’s culture. As the national 
narrative seizes the mainstream official position, popu-
lar culture is thrust to the margins of the cultural realm 
as subcultures, especially those that touch on taboos 
like sex, gambling, or magic, which contradict the def-
inition of social prosperity.  9

" 	 EXPLORATIONS a graduate student journal of southeast asian studies47                                  



Chanokporn Chutikamoltham

Thainess and Cultural Repression  
Thainess (khwam-pen-thai) was constructed as a 

result of the elite’s encounter with Western colonial 
powers in the late-nineteenth century. Siwilai is the 
cultural project, which selectively adopted Western 
cultural influences and fused them with traditional Thai 
culture to constitute a national cultural identity.  

The siwilai project has been claimed as one of the 
survival tools which helped the country to preserve its 
sovereignty from Western colonial threats by weaken-
ing the colonisers’ claim to “civilise” Siam/Thailand. 
However, it also had a crypto-colonial internal effect as 
a cultural hegemony that repressed other cultures that 
did not conform to it.  The invention of Thainess as 
well as the concept of the Thai nation was associated 
with the project of centralization cobbled together by 
the Bangkok elite. Thainess is intimately connected 
with the distinction drawn by the Siamese elite be-
tween commoners and “good people” (khon di), which 
flourishes in popular discourse as “We, the 
included” (in Thainess) referring largely to the urban 
elite and the bourgeoisie, to the exclusion of the rural 
subaltern.”   10

Thai literature is an integral aspect of national 
pride, and is thus, heavily sanitised. This is echoed in 
Thanapol’s study of “good books” in which he ob-
serves that, under Vajiraravudh’s reign, any literature 
not conforming to the conventional criteria of the Roy-
al Society of Literature would face devaluation, which 
he refers to as “dismissive criticism”.  Those literary 
materials were relegated “to the domain of irrationali-
ty, insanity, backwardness, uselessness, immorality, or 
vulgarity”.  In the contemporary form of dismissive 11

criticism, the failure of conforming to convention is 
equated to the “inability to attain a standard of authen-
tic Thainess and was punished by cultural 
exclusion”.  12

Apart from literature, in the wider cultural realm, 
the process of sanitising culture was reflected in the 
Red Shirt protests in Bangkok in 2010. The Red Shirts 
were stereotyped based on their rural origins and were 
given the derogatory epithet of Red Buffaloes (khwai 
daeng), which connotes stupidity. The protests faced 
violent suppression by the Thai military resulting in the 
deaths of 92 people. This incident can be read as “em-
blematic of a process of cultural purification”, ex-
pelling contamination of the capital by the rural subal-
tern. This was reconfirmed by the mass clean-up opera-
tion by organised by Bangkokians that followed the 
crackdown on the protests.  13

In the official narrative, what is considered as au-
thentic Thai culture should conform to Central Thai 
culture, court culture, and Thainess. Culture from 

other regions is considered to be folk culture. Popular 
culture seems not to be regarded as culture as it does 
not fit well with the official definition of 
“watthanatham”. Thainess, therefore, is not only a 
question of national cultural identity, but also regulates 
cultural power relations. It represses and excludes 
what is Other from its canon. Cornwel-Smith raises the 
issue of everyday popular culture not being recognized 
as culture. He states: “Like other everyday popular 
culture, Modernising Thailand often treats anything 
‘street’ as undeveloped, low-brow or kitsch. Public and 
official comments tend to gloss over the reality of local 
lifestyles, especially when they touch on taboos like 
sex, gambling or magic”.   14

I argue that cheap comics can be classified as “ver-
nacular Thai”. Their characteristics do not conform to 
official Thainess as they contain elements of vulgarity 
and are considered to be examples of lowbrow culture. 
Cheap comics are a cultural product excluded from 
mainstream culture. They represent the culture that 
has been expelled to the margins of cultural acceptabil-
ity. Vernacular Thai is considered to be tasteless in 
Thai society as it connotes a sense of lower class and it 
can be seen as kitsch.   

Vernacular Thai 
In his analysis of Thai culture, Pracha Suveeranont 

applies James Clifford’s semiotic squares to categorize 
dimensions of Thai cultural materials. Cheap Thai 
comics are categorized as vernacular Thai. Pracha 
coins the term “Thai-Thai” to refer to vernacular Thai 
culture. Citing Kasian Tejapira, he suggests that if a 
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Thai word is followed by the punctuation mark, “mai 
yamok”, which denotes word repetition, its meaning is 
diluted. For example, the word “daeng” means red; 
however the word “daeng-daeng” means somewhat 
red. Hence, the meaning of “Thai-Thai” is a diluted 
sense of what it is to be Thai. Thai-Thai is culture of a 
lower status and is found in everyday life. It does not 
have any roots or reflect any essence of “approved” 
Thainess.   15

According to Pracha Suveeranont, the trend of 
using something “Thai-thai”, vernacular Thai or popu-
lar Thai culture to represent Thainess in the domain of 
art, design and advertising started in 1995. This trend 
was initially initiated when Bhanu Inkawat, an advertis-
ing creative director, wrote an essay called “Hotdog, 
Hamburger and Apple pie” in B.A.D. Awards’ book. 
There, Bhanu states that Thai people needs to find 
their own “hotdog”, a term being used as an allegory 
for something ordinary in everyday life. This essay was 
considered to be ground-breaking because it was the 
first time that the need to find new Thai identity was 
explicitly stated. In the same time, the essay also criti-
cized existing Thai identity that it was limited to only 
official version of Thai culture.   Further, Pracha pro16 -
poses that the trend of vernacular Thai emerged during 
the period of Thailand’s economic boom when urban 
culture was expanding. In response to that, the senti-
ment of yearning for something simple and nostalgic, 
or to return to “community culture” emerged from the 
middleclass. In the same time, the state also launched 
campaigns to preserve Thai identity. Besides, this 
trend was also influenced by the global trend of post-
modernist movement, which admired vernacular cul-
ture or culture of ordinary people.   17

Here, I further argue that this trend was partly due 
to the 1997 economic crash, when national pride was 
damaged. As a result, the populist localism emerged as 
the reaction to this crisis. Nationalist sentiment ex-
pressed the disappointment with liberalization and 
market economics, while there was also a call for a re-
turn to rural, indigenous Thai roots.   Hence, ar18 -
guably, vernacular Thai culture, which is a part of local-
ism, emerged as the reaction against neoliberal global-
ization.  

However, it is important to note that the trend of 
vernacular Thai is selective. While some parts? of the 
vernacular culture are being seen as organic, nostalgic 
and more Thai, some of them are still being seen as 
crude, out-dated and lowbrow. Only the sanitised ones 
are more acceptable and are more likely to be admired 
by the urban middle class. For example, the simplicity 
of rural lifestyle and nostalgic vintage stuffs have been 
popular and highly romanticized. Alas, some of the 

vernacular culture with wild elements, that do not con-
form to the official Thai culture, such as superstitions 
and sexual elements, are still at the margins of cultural 
realm. !

Vernacular Thai culture is essentially composed of 
cultural expressions that lack authenticity and do not 
have the qualities of being masterpieces. Vernacular 
Thai is marginal Thai culture. It can be found in public 
and private spaces of everyday culture. It contests both 
traditional Thainess and folk Thainess as it asks the 
questions: what is Thainess and what are the criteria of 
good taste?  19

Based on Cornwel-Smith’s illustration, Pracha 
provides examples of vernacular Thai culture found in 
everyday life, namely: Thai street lifestyles (tuk-tuks, 
street vendors), folk ritual (mediums and shamans, 
ghost stories, magical tattoos), local entertainments 
(temple fairs, beauty queens, luk thung and mor lam), 
etc.  These represent everyday life culture and re20 -
gional culture. They are perceived to lack seriousness 
and sacredness which make them differ from the offi-
cial Thai culture. Hence, they are not quite considered 
as “watthanatham”.  

Cheap Thai comics can be considered as examples 
of vernacular Thai and lowbrow popular Thai culture. I 
argue that the nature of Thai cheap comics is quite 
liberal and flexible and they have a loose production 
process compared to other cultural materials (although 
they are still subject to capitalist processes). They lack 
proper seriousness and are not conferred with the sa-
credness of official traditional Thai culture. Still, it can 
be said that they are not less Thai, only that they have 
lower status compared to other cultural materials. They 
contest folk Thainess as well because they do not have 
any authentic root.  

Cheap Thai comics’ visual aesthetic is also similar 
to other vernacular Thai. Examples are the vibrant 
contrasting colour scheme that can be seen in popular 
street culture such as motorcycle-taxi jackets, graphic 
art on buses and trucks, and other aspects of Thai-Thai 
visual culture.  

With regard to the reception of cheap comics, I 
conducted two focus group discussions in Thailand, 
one in Bangkok and one in Roi-et, a province in North-
eastern Thailand. I argue that because cheap comics 
have a low status in the cultural realm there should be a 
significant difference in how the comics are perceived 
between these two locations. In the two focus groups I 
conducted, some of the informants shared similar de-
mographic characteristics. Mainly, my informants were 
people involved in local politics and bureaucracy such 
as village headmen or people who hold positions in 
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local administrative organizations. Mostly, they are 
from rural areas, not Bangkok.  21

In Roi-et, my informants said that they used to read 
this kind of comic but now they are too busy working to 
have time to read. Two out of 10 of my informants still 
read cheap comics regularly. They say that in their 
locality, there are people who still read this kind of 
comic. However, in Bangkok, my informants see cheap 
comics as out-dated cultural products. They repeatedly 
compared cheap comics with what they regard as mod-
ern cultural products such as iPhone5, iPad, Facebook, 
or Siam Paragon (a luxurious department store in 
downtown Bangkok). They seemed uncomfortable 
answering my questions. One of my informants said 
that cheap comics are “khatoon bannok” (rustic car-
toon). He further said that it is Thai but part of rural 
Thai culture which differs from present-day Thai cul-
ture.  

Here I propose that because cheap comics are ver-
nacular cultural products, the reception of them di-
verges clearly between the two groups of respondents 
in the different locations. People were more comfort-
able talking about them in Roi-et while informants in 
Bangkok tended to reject cheap comics and see them 
as out-moded cultural products.  

Cheap comics have lower status and are devalued, 
as indicated by the awkwardness of the discussion in 
the metropolitan area or in the group in which people 
need to act or behave in modern ways. 

Cheap Thai Comics as Cultural 
Catharsis 

Through their mundane visuals and stories, comics 
help readers work through their maladies without real-
ly acting them out. However, in the wider context, they 
act as Buddhist parables that teach Buddhist beliefs and 
morals. 

Stories 
In general, cheap comics are horror tales. In an 

interview with Tode Kosumphisai, he said that he 
draws the ideas of the stories from the news and he 
then uses his imagination to complete the stories. For 
example, if he hears a tale about a phi pop (ogre), he 
would write a story about it. The horror genre is the 
most popular according to the record of the publishing 
house. Tode Kosumphisai said that ghost stories and 
supernatural beliefs are embedded in Thai society. He 
said he would never run out of phi  to write about 22

because there are many different kinds such as the 32 
kinds of pret (dead sinners who become hungry 
ghosts).    23

Ghost stories have social function as they impart 
social messages. Pattana Kitiarsa cites Malinowski that 
experiences of encountering ghosts and ghostly pres-
ence are collective social phenomena and can be 
counted as a social idea.  Pattana proposes that ghost24 -
ly haunting in horror films can be taken as a serious 
category of social analysis.  Waller puts that the hor25 -
ror-film genre “mirrors our changing fashions and 
tastes, our shifting fears and aspirations, and our sense 
of what constitutes the prime moral, social, and politi-
cal problems facing us individually and collectively”.  26

Conforming to them, I propose that this can be applied 
to the case of cheap comics as well. 

In another study about popular religion in Thai-
land, Pattana argues that magic monks and spirit medi-
ums, who provide clients spiritual and psychological 
services, have become popular due to the expansion of 
capitalist society as they are able to give material assur-
ances in modern life.  Citing Peter Jackson, Pattana 27

concludes that popular religion in Thailand reached its 
“boom-time” during the period of the economic boom 
because of “the break down of the village-based sense 
of community among the many recent rural immigrants 
to Bangkok”.  “Saiyaasaat” (superstition) can pro28 -
vide “a more meaningful and immediately accessible 
means of expressing and dealing with the anxieties of 
life” than conventional Buddhism.   In the same man29 -
ner of “saiyasaat,” ghost stories also provide immedi-
ately accessible means in order to make sense out of 
the rapid shifting worldview caused by sudden change 
of immigration and fast expansion of modern capitalist 
society. Ghost stories fill up the gap between rural 
local worldview and modern worldview in order to help 
rural people making sense of rapid changing lives. 
They explain incomprehensible things according to 
rural worldview by using superstitious explanations.   

Ghost stories in cheap comics can tackle a broad 
range of issues. The stories are social critiques and 
reflect society’s anxieties and its repressed emotions. 
For example, one story, entitled “Phi tang dao”, (liter-
ally “foreign ghosts”) depicts the story of a Burmese 
couple who are in Thailand as illegal migrant workers 
for a Thai-Chinese businessman. The businessman has 
physical affections for the wife and tries to rape her. 
She resists him but the businessman accidentally kills 
her. Her spirit comes back to take revenge and kills 
him.  

The issue of Burmese illegal migrants has been a 
concern in Thai society. Johnson elucidates that ghost 
and criminal stories in abandoned high-rise buildings 
and gated communities in Chiang Mai are linked to the 
anxiety towards illegal alien migrants from the Shan 
States who come to work as wage labourers. They are 
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viewed as prachakon faeng (lurking population) and 
are assumed to be capable of criminal and immoral 
acts.  One good example is provided by the 2010 film 30

“Laddaland” which depicts the story of a family that 
suffers in a neighbourhood haunted by the ghost of a 
Burmese maid. Another is titled “Thoh ha phi”, literal-
ly, “telephoning the ghost”.  It depicts the story of a 
man who wants to contact the owner of a piece of land 
in order to buy it but who ultimately finds out that the 

owner and his daughter are murderous ghosts.  I argue 
that the story is a manifestation of the anxiety over the 
use of and encounter with modern technology, such as 
mobile phones, which have significantly altered rural 
lifestyles.  

In general, the stories in cheap comics are quite 
clichéd. The storylines often involve the protagonist 
doing something bad, such as killing someone. The 
bad spirit then comes back to take revenge, or the pro-
tagonist faces bad karma as a consequence of his bad 
actions.  I argue that they are Buddhist parables that 
teach people about morals, despite the provocative and 
abject visuals, which is always a point of criticism of the 

cheap comics. However, these visuals also work as a 
form of catharsis in order to release repressed emo-
tions. After letting readers imagine the catastrophic 
consequences of immoral acts, cheap comics teach 
Buddhist morals: that good acts beget rewards while 
bad acts beget punishments. Bad guys always get bad 
karma in the end. Therefore, I propose that cheap 
comics have double functions: one is to release re-
pressed emotions, and the other is to teach Buddhist 

morals. Hence, despite the grotesque and out-dated 
look of their visuals, they are moral parables.  

Buddhism plays an important role in Thailand. It is 
the primary religion and around 93 percent of Thai 
people practice Buddhism.  Buddhist belief underlies 31

Thai way of thinking and karmic law influences Thai 
logic in perceiving the world. Merit (bun) associates 
with power and justifies hierarchy in social order.  32

Lucien Hanks states; 

“As good Buddhists, the Thai perceive that all liv-
ing beings stand in a hierarchy of varying ability to 
make actions effective and of varying degrees of 
freedom from suffering. … This hierarchy depends 
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on a composite quality called “merit” (bun) or 
“virtue” (khwaamdii), or one may also speak of a 
graded series of penalties (baap).”  33

By confirming the law of karma, in cheap comics, 
the order is restored not only the order of the reader’s 
mind but also the social order in his perception. 
Hence, the reader would be able to cope with his reali-
ty again.  

Theoretical Approach 
As cheap comics often belong to the horror genre, I 

will draw on a psychoanalytic approach to analyse 
them. A psychoanalytic lens can be used to examine 
horror fiction because it incorporates such elements as 
dreams, nightmares, the supernatural, sex, violence 
etc. Freudian theories hold that Man retains remnants 
of his primal nature or the “beast within”, along with 
Freud’s latency myth which indicates that unexpressed 
emotions are kept “inside” until they are allowed to 
come out.  Horror fiction is assumed to function as a 
mode of “cathartic purification” of the mind from the 
unconscious. It works as a “vicarious experience” that 
allows the repressed elements of the mind to safely 
come out without acting them out. Horror fiction ar-
ticulates “repressed emotions”, violent desires, terrors 
and repressed urges that are believed to be kept in the 
unconscious.  (Brottman 2005:113-114). 34

“The horror text is often described as a failsafe 
vehicle for the articulation of these normally ‘dan-
gerous’ and therefore ‘repressed’ unconscious de-
sires, needs, and urges.”  35

Abjection 
In this section of my paper, I draw on Julia Kriste-

va’s notion of abjection. Psychoanalysis holds that sub-
jectivity is constructed rather than arising at the time of 
birth. A person is born in oneness with the environ-
ment and the “I” must therefore be formed and devel-
oped by creating borders between the self and the oth-
er. Lacan argues that subjectivity arises from the mir-
ror stage, when an infant has a glimpse of himself in the 
mirror. Reflecting Lacan, Kristeva argues that the mir-
ror stage brings about a sense of unity of subject, but 
she thinks that even before that, the infant starts to 
separate itself from others, creating the borders be-
tween “I” and “Other”. Kristeva proposes that the 
infant does this by a process of abjection. Abjection 
means, “the state of abjecting or rejecting what is other 
to oneself – and thereby creating borders of an always 
tenuous ‘I’”.  “The abject is what one spits out, re36 -
jects, almost violently excludes from oneself”. It is at 

the periphery of one’s existence and challenges the 
borders of selfhood.  37

The abject can be experienced in many ways. One 
way relates to biological bodily functions. The other 
has been inscribed in a symbolic (religious) 
economy.  Bodily abjection may be exhibited in such 38

behaviour as food loathing and in such processes as 
excretion of body waste. The abject is the object that 
the “I” does not assimilate. “I” expels it but it is not an 
“other” for “me”. The body ejects these substances 
and extricates itself from them and the site where they 
fall in order that the body might continue to live. The 
extreme form is the cadaver. The cadaver is extremely 
abject because it is no longer “I” who expel; instead 
the “I” is expelled. The abject is what both threatens 
and creates the self’s borders. According to Kristeva: 
“It is thus not lack of cleanliness or health that causes 
abjection but what disturbs identity, system, order”.  39

Abjection relates to religious structures and reap-
pears in a new form at the time of their collapse. In the 
West, Kristeva proposes that abjection elicits more 
archaic resonances that are culturally prior to sin. It is 
defilement in primitive societies. It is in a world where 
the Other has collapsed. Kristeva also asserts that: 
“Through that experience, which is nevertheless man-
aged by the Other, ‘subject’ and ‘object’ push each 
other away, confront each other, collapse and start 
again - inseparable, contaminated, condemned, at the 
boundary of what is assimilable, thinkable: abject”. 
The abject is “the place where meaning collapses”.   40

In horror films, Barbara Creed distinguishes three 
categories of the typical imagery of abjection. The first 
one is the grossness of the physical body, the corpse 
being the extreme form both whole and mutilated, as 
well as bodily wastes such as blood, vomit, saliva, 
sweat, putrefying flesh, etc.  This category generates 41

perverse pleasure by eliciting disgust and fear from 
spectators. The second category is the abject of the 
unstable state between human and inhuman. It is the 
state which is the border between “the clean and prop-
er body”  and the abject body. A monster is con42 -
structed by crossing the border, for example the were-
wolf, Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde etc. The third category is 
the abject as maternal figure. This stems from the ar-
chaic struggle of mother-child relation in which the 
child attempts to break away from the mother. The 
maternal body hence becomes a site of conflicting de-
sires.  This is “a precondition of narcissism”.   The 43

maternal figure is constructed as the monstrous-femi-
nine.  
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Abjection and Literature  
In Kristeva’s view, literature helps the author and 

the reader to work through maladies that afflict their 
minds. It allows subjects to work through conflicts 
without acting them out. Literature can be cathartic.  44

I propose that cheap comics function the same way as 
literature.  

“By suggesting that literature is [abjection’s] privi-
leged signifier, I wish to point out that, far from 
being a minor, marginal activity in our culture, as a 
general consensus seems to have it, this kind of 
literature, or even literature as such represents the 
ultimate coding of our crises, of our most intimate 
and most serious apocalypses. Hence its nocturnal 
power.”     45

Kristeva proposes that religions create various 
means of purifying the abject – various catharses with 
the “catharsis par excellence” called art. Artistic expe-
rience which is rooted in the abject also has the same 
token of purification. She suggests that some litera-
tures have this function.  46

Creed argues that the ideological project of popu-
lar horror films is the purification of the abject through 
a “descent into the foundations of the symbolic con-
struct”.  Horror films bring about the confrontation 47

with the abject to help eject the abject and redraw 
boundaries. It is a form of modern defilement rite.  It 
attempts to separate the symbolic order from all that 
threatens its stability.  Conforming to Kristeva and 48

Creed, I argue that cheap comics have the same func-
tion as literature for Kristeva and horror film for 
Creed. Cheap comics make extensive use of abject 
visuals such as rotten cadavers, entrails, and blood. 
Abject visuals are some of its idiosyncratic characteris-
tics. The illustrations of blood, putrefying flesh, en-
trails, and the cadaver are normal images to be found in 
comics. I propose that these abject visuals have the 
cathartic function of nocturnal power proposed by 
Kristeva.  

More than abject elements, cheap comics also con-
tain visuals and stories regarded as immoral in Thai 
society, for example sexually provocative pictures, 
female nudity, immoral actions of protagonists, etc. 
Abject visuals and immoral stories disturb the proper/
clean self. They disturb social order and symbolic or-
der. They let out repressed unconscious emotions. I 
argue that these abject and immoral elements work as 
catharsis. They allow the subject to imagine bad things 
and work through conflicts, let out stress and repres-
sion. Order then is restored again through the way in 
which, at the end of the story, protagonists receive 
karma in the framework of Buddhist teachings. Abjec-

tion in cheap comics stirs and disturbs identity and 
order. However, the overall didactic storyline of Bud-
dhist morality helps clean, purify, and restore order, 
leading to the reconciliation of the subject with the 
symbolic order.  

This process is not only confined to cheap comics 
but also appears in other forms of popular culture such 
as films. Nonzee Nimitbutr’s “Nang Nak” (1997) pro-
vides a good example of this process, one whereby the 
malevolent ghost disturbs order, which is then restored 
by Buddhist authority. I argue, in agreement with 
Creed, that this demonstrates the ideological project of 
horror texts in popular culture.  

Aesthetics 
According to Freud in Beyond the Pleasure Princi-

ple, humans are instinctually aggressive creatures. The 
explicit nature of the horror texts demonstrates this 
point. It provides a graphic portrayal of human flesh 
that produces perverse pleasure in its viewers.  

Brottman proposes that the visions of split and 
broken bodies represent graphic depictions of “sub-
jects in process”.   They create pleasure as they offer 49

an implicit, subliminal depiction of the continuous 
division between Imaginary and Symbolic Orders 
which Lacan calls “glissage”. The visual depiction of 
the body’s inner organs spilling out into the world and 
becoming nothing but matter is horrifying because it 
destabilizes the self by blurring the division between 
Self and Others.  I believe that cheap comics contain a 50

lot of visually broken bodies and organs which can be 
considered as abject imagery. They serve as a means to 
generate the “glissage” pleasure.  

Cheap comics possess their own idiosyncratic vis-
ual style that are easily recognizable. The preferred 
style of illustration is not neat. The lines from the Chi-
nese paintbrush are messy.  The colour scheme is vi-
brant and intense with high contrast, similar to other 
everyday popular Thai cultural materials that one can 
easily see on a Thai street, such as colourful plastic 
wares, motorcycle taxi jackets, taxis, bus graphic art, 
etc..  

In order to give an example of my analysis and ar-
gument, I have chosen to analyse one comic titled Lai-
tai by Tode Kosumphisai, who is a veteran cartoonist 
of the genre.  I should mention that the exact print 51

date of the Lai-tai is unknown. I located a copy in a 
bookshop in a Bangkok suburb in 2011.  

“Lai-tai” is a syndrome with the medical term Sud-
den Unexplained Nocturnal Death (SUND) which 
Mills refers to as “nightmare deaths”.  The syndrome 52

results in the unexplained death of adolescents or 
adults during sleep. It is an Isan folk belief that this is 
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caused by an encounter with malevolent spirits. In 
1990, there was an incident of a healthy Thai man 
working in Singapore who died from this syndrome. 
People in Isan believed that his death was caused by 
“widow ghosts” (phi mae mai). People used wooden 
penises and painted their nails with bright colours in 
order to protect men from widow ghosts. Mills argues 
that such mass belief and explanation is a by-product of 
the meeting of modernity and long-held folk beliefs 
within a society’s collective experience.   53

Lai-tai depicts the story of Diew Donklang, an 
orphan who rapes a woman and who then escapes to 
Bangkok to work at a construction site. In Bangkok, he 
dreams that a malevolent spirit in the form of a big 
strong man is attacking him. In reality, nothing hap-
pens. His colleague suggests that he should move the 
site where he sleeps. (It is a common folk belief that 
one can be haunted by a malevolent spirit if that person 
sleeps on a haunted site or where a person had died.) 
Distressed by the nightmare, he cries out loud, causing 
his next-door neighbours to get angry with him. They 
have a fight. His employer, Sia Kuang, who knows that 
he is the suspect in a rape case, likes Diew’s aggressive 
character and asks him to join his illegal business. 
Diew moves to Sia Kuang’s place but the malevolent 
spirit still follows him in his nightmares. The spirit tells 
Diew that she is the spirit of the woman he once raped. 
The spirit says that she has gained merit in her many 
past lives to be reincarnated as this woman who was 
about to become successful in life. This woman’s life 
had to end because of Diew’s lustful action. Diew 
works as a gunman for his employer, Sia Kuang. He 
meets Ded, chief gunman, and Jeab, who is the mis-
tress of Sia Kuang. One night, Diew meets Jeab and is 
about to have an affair with her. Jeab tells him that 
every gunman would be killed after he finishes his job, 
which is why his boss has sent him here. It turns out 
that Jeab is the female malevolent spirit. Two spirits 
steal Diew’s spirit. Diew dies because of Sudden Un-
explained Nocturnal Death (lai-tai), as do Ded and his 
boss. At the end of the comics, the malevolent spirit 
talks to the reader, saying: “They think evil, do evil in 
various ways, but they die in similar ways. It is no sur-
prise that in their past lives they all committed sin”.         54

The story is apparently intended to be a Buddhist 
parable. It is the story of a sinner who receives bad 
karma as reflected in the Buddhist belief: “Do good, 
receive good. Do evil, receive evil”. Diew, who com-
mits a crime, earns his bad karma through the 
vengeance of the malevolent spirit. Overall, the story 
teaches a moral lesson with the aim of preventing peo-
ple from committing sin. However, throughout the 
story the illustrations contain many scenes considered 

to be immoral in Buddhism, such as rape, murder and 
adultery. I argue that these elements of the comics 
function as catharsis. They allow readers to imagine 
bad things and let out repressed emotions; and the 
tragic conclusion is punctuated with the imparting of a 
moral lesson. It is clear from the ending that the story 
is intended to be a Buddhist parable. It teaches people 
about karma and how one would receive bad karma if 
he commits sin.  

Mills posits that the belief in “nightmare deaths” is 
related to labour mobility.  From the storyline, Diew 55

moves to Bangkok and dies of “nightmare death”, 
caused by a malevolent spirit. The story also depicts 
anxiety over the health and welfare of wage labourers 
from the countryside who move into the city, a situa-
tion easily relatable for the target readers of cheap 
comics.  

I further argue that this sample story of cheap 
comics also works similarly to that of Mill’s mass hyste-
ria case. Although the story is fictional, it is a localized 
version of a social event and uses folk myths such as 
superstitious beliefs, the law of karma etc. to explain 
things. In Lai-tai, the protagonist moves to the city 
with rapidly changing social condition as a wage 
labourer. The ghosts can be read as the myth that the 
protagonist creates to perceive the changes he could 
not understand from the local worldview. Also, the 
ghosts can be read as his anxiety toward the changes 
and the adverse living condition of wage labourers. In 
this manner, the ghost stories are related to reality. 
According to the interview with Tode Kosumphisai, 
current affairs found in newspapers serve as a basis for 
many plots in cheap comics. He then uses his imagina-
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Fig. 3. Ending of 
“Lai-tai” From 
Tode Kosumphisai, 
“Scene from Lai-
tai,” Lai-tai,  
(Bangkok: Sam 
Dao Publishing, 
n.d.) 16
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tion and folk myths to expand the story, linking up 
myths and social events.  56

In terms of aesthetics, the cover of Lai-tai provides 
a good example of the use of abject visuals in cheap 
comics. The hand of the malevolent spirit turns the 
head of the protagonist to face the cadaver of the 
woman he once raped and 
killed. The victim’s face 
has rotten skin, a drooping 
eyeball, and a protruding 
tongue.  

The visual conforms to 
Kristeva’s notion of abjec-
tion as it depicts the image 
of the cadaver. It abjects 
and horrifies spectators. 
What makes it more horri-
fying is the face-to -face 
encounter of the cadaver 
and the protagonist. It 
accentuates the confronta-
tion with the abject. More-
over, drawing from Lacan’s 
notion of glissage, the 
aesthetic of the visual gen-
erates pleasure from hor-

ror of the subject in process.  
Above is the scene of Diew’s nightmare. The 

malevolent ghost comes to him to explain his sin. In his 
dream he is brought to the site where he raped the 
woman and he is forced to confront her corpse. It is the 
confrontation of the most horrifying abject, the corpse 
of the protagonist to whom readers therefore relate. (I 
feel like this sections needs a step by step analysis of 
how the readers relate.) It also connotes the Buddhist 
belief in the corresponding consequences of one’s 
actions as the man is forced to face his karma. The 
scene also conveys the ephemeral nature of the body –  
the once beautiful woman turns into an ugly corpse 
when she is dead.  

Conclusion 
Cheap comics are subaltern cultural products. 

They have comparatively low status in the Thai cultural 
realm and could be seen as lowbrow. Drawing from 
Pracha Suveeranont’s categorization, I argue that 
Cheap Comics can be categorized as vernacular Thai 
culture. Cheap Comics sits at the margins of Thai cul-
ture because it is deemed to be severely lacking in au-
thenticity, and is thus excluded from officially sanc-
tioned Thainess. They contest official and traditional 
Thai culture by questioning the authenticity of Thai-
ness and the criteria of good taste. They have their own 
idiosyncratic aesthetics of everyday popular Thai cul-
ture.  

I propose that cheap comics posses a cathartic 
function. They help let out the repressed emotions of 
readers; they catalyse the confrontation with the abject. 
They use abjection to disturb order, which helps read-
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Fig. 4. Cover of “Lai-tai” From Tode 
Kosumphisai, “Cover of Lai-tai,” Lai-tai, 
(Bangkok: Sam Dao Publishing, n.d.)

Fig. 5. Nightmare 
scene of “Lai-tai” 

From Tode 
Kosumphisai, 

“Scene from Lai-
tai,” Lai-tai, 

(Bangkok: Sam 
Dao Publishing, 

n.d.) 8-9.
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ers to work through their own maladies and conflicts 
without acting them out. Ultimately, the themes and 
storylines of cheap comics reflect the restoration of 
order through the invocation of Buddhist teachings 
such as morality and the law of karma. With these dual 
functions of cheap comics, I argue that they are cultur-
al materials that uphold cultural space for subaltern 
people.  !
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