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Small stories of queer action in Cambodia  

Benedict Rowlett 

Abstract: In this talk I will present and analyze data from a linguistic ethnography I 

conducted in the queer spaces of the tourist city of Siem Reap, Cambodia. These are the bars, 

hotels, and spas that bring the economically mobile gay male visitor into contact with the 

locals who serve and befriend them. Bringing together theoretical and methodological 

approaches from narrative inquiry and queer linguistics, I focus on the performance of small 

stories from two Cambodian men who discuss the relationships they form with these men 

from the Global North. I will demonstrate that it is within these performances, which 

foreground linguistic and para-linguistic mobilizations of affect as an interactional and 

narrative resource, that analytical insight may be gained into the sociolinguistic 

configurations of queer social action in this context. More broadly, the analysis reveals how 

these small stories, that enact knowledges from the Global South, may challenge and reshape 

dominant discourses, or master narratives, at this North/South interface and beyond. This is 

by problematizing classist assumptions about who can access agency, awareness, and 

competence. 

 

About the speaker: Ben Rowlett is an Assistant Professor in the 

Department of English Language and Literature. After many years as 

an English teacher in Japan and the UK, he completed a PhD at City 

University of Hong Kong in which he focused on sexualities and 

social action in Cambodia. He is a sociolinguist and discourse analyst 

with research interests in language, gender and sexuality, narrative 

inquiry, queer linguistics and ethnography. His recent publications 

can be found in the journals Narrative Inquiry and Gender and 

Language. He is also a member of the International Gender and 

Language Association (IGALA) advisory board.  
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