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The Cultural Identity Reflected in the Peranakan Kebaya Dress of
Phuket Residents in Phuket Old Town

Piyachat khokathing! and Panwadee khumjing?

YFaculty of Education, Phuket Rajabhat University
$6611149113@pkru.ac.th

Abstract

This qualitative research aims to study the meaning and characteristics of kebaya attire
within Phuket’s culture and to analyze the cultural identities reflected through the kebaya worn
by local people. In-depth interviews were used as the main research method. The findings reveal
that the kebaya is a traditional women’s costume widely found in Southeast Asia, particularly in
Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, Brunei, and southern Thailand. Its origin in Phuket emerged from
the cultural integration between Chinese immigrants who settled on the island during the late King
Rama V period and the local population, giving rise to the “Baba-Nyonya” ethnic group with
distinctive traditional attire. The kebaya is worn during traditional ceremonies and community
rituals, representing identity, wisdom, creativity, and adaptation to local climate and body shape.
There are three main types of kebaya: Landa, Bigu, and Sulem, each differing according to the
formality of use. The cultural identity of Phuket’s kebaya can be categorized into five aspects: (1)
Personal identity, representing taste, beauty, and social status of women; (2) Social identity,
reflecting class and economic status; (3) Cultural identity, expressing pride in the Baba-Nyonya
heritage; (4) Ethnic identity, symbolizing pride in Peranakan ancestry and tradition; and (5)
Contemporary identity, which adapts the kebaya to modern fashion trends. Notably, in 2024, the
kebaya was inscribed by UNESCO as an Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity. Overall, the
kebaya embodies a living heritage that connects Phuket’s past with the present through elegance,

creativity, and enduring cultural pride.

Keywords: Kebaya, Peranakan, Cultural dress
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