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Within Thailand there are approximately 300,000 transwomen alone, equating to approximately 1 
in every 300 Thai citizens (Winter and King, 2011:141). 2 Buddhist tradition, according to Peter 
Harvey (412:2000), dictates that Gender is assigned at the moment of birth,3 yet it is open to possible 
change throughout the course of one’s life. Moreover, Rita Gross, (1993) within her seminal, yet 
highly criticized work Buddhism after Patriarchy, states that dharma is void of gender, and that 
"one must conclude that the Buddhist worldview and ethic are more consistent with gender 
equality rather than gender inequality” (Gross, 1993:209). This means that on the surface there is 
scope for an openly non-hostile atmosphere to those adopting an alternate gender lifestyle within a 
predominately Buddhist nation such as Thailand. It is this notion that will be addressed through the 
course of this study.  
 
As far as any activist is concerned, terminology in relation to the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender 
and gender/sexual minorities (LGBT+) community is a minefield4. Therefore, the first section of the 
study will focus on establishing the correct terminology to be adopted. Following this, the 
remaining two sections will be roughly divided equally; firstly a discussion regarding the 
presentation of both trans- and alternate gender lifestyles within early Buddhist sources with 
specific reference to.(1) The canonical Vinayapitaka III:35 and the understanding of ‘the sign of a 
woman’ and (2) the commentarial Dhammapada-atthakatha III:9 (v.43) and the case of spontaneous 
sex change. The second section of this study will look specifically at gender minorities within Thai 
culture and society and will rely on 21st Century ethnographic works by leading scholars in the field 
and their trans- participants’ testimonies.  
 
Finding Terms 
 
Our departure point can be found in terminology; the majority of peoples who inhabit the earth live 
a life inline with their assigned birth gender. These cis-gendered people find that their embodied 
gender is inline with their given sexual organs. On the other hand, transsexual persons find that 
their perceived gender is not inline with their given sexual organs; leading to a dissociation with 
the body, which the individual seeks to rectify, more often than not through corrective surgery. 
Moreover Neha Sood (2009:3), working for The Asian-Pacific Resource Centre for Women (ARROW), 
defines ‘Transsexual’ as “a person who changes their physical sex through medical, surgical and/or 
other procedure(s)” (Sood, 2009:3). Additionally, what needs to be made clear at this point is the 
difference between the terms transsexual (as discussed above) and transgender. Whereas a 
transsexual person undergoes corrective surgery, a transgender person seeks to base their lifestyle 
about expression of gender identity – Sood remarks that: 
 

[Transgender] refers to a person whose gender identity or expression does not match the 
gender associated with the sex assigned to them at birth (Sood, 2009:3) 

 
It should be noted that when speaking about minority genders generally the term trans- will be 
adopted, thereby signifying the differences present between the two. 
 

                                                
1  Wiparit (Thai) Perverse 
2  This term will be discussed at length later within the text but refers to male to female trans- individuals. 
3  It should be noted that biologically speaking the gender of the fetus is defined at approximately ten weeks 
 gestation.  
4  The Acronym is a minefield in itself, generally speaking there are several accepted acronyms for the community 
 including: LGBT, LGBTQ (Queer) and LGBTI (intersex). I personally favor the use of LGBT+ as it is a ‘catch all’ 
 acronym.  
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Whilst the locus of this study is focused on the ethics associated with trans- individuals, the need to 
be aware of alternate sexual lifestyles also becomes necessary due to the inter-relation of both a 
persons gender identity and sexual orientation. With regard to queering Thailand the most prolific 
scholar has to be Professor Peter A. Jackson (1998; 2003; 2009), an anthropologist who, since the late 
eighties, has devoted his academic career to the study of alternate sexualities and gender fluidity 
within Thailand. Concurrently, through Jackson’s research it becomes obvious that his interests are 
more heavily weighted towards cis-gendered male homosexuality rather than alternate gender 
lifestyles, consequently this study will proceed with caution.  
 
One final note before proceeding with the main body of the study is that this study will not make 
reference to any of the prolific queer theorists.5 Their frames-of-reference fall within a western 
construct, meaning that: 
 

None of the models developed to explain modern western queer history account fully for 
global level changes in homosexual and transgender cultures (Jackson, 2009:16) 

 
This paper will, therefore, be assessing the Thai systems on their own merits and flaws rather than 
imposing western-centric theory upon it.  
 
Buddhist Sources 
 
One of the major sources for the study of Buddhist monastic rule is the Vinayapitaka; wherein the 
rules concerning both female to male and male to female transsexuals (f-t-m and m-t-f 
respectively) are classified within the first parajika (defeat). This parajika relates to rules regarding 
sexual misconduct or intercourse; the violation of a prarajika leads to a monk or nun’s expulsion 
from the order, as they have been ‘defeated’. In essence using the phrase ‘defeat’ suggests that the 
individual themselves is not wholly at fault for their misdemeanor. On the topic of defeat and the 
first prarajika regarding sexual misconduct Harvey notes: 
 

Any act of sexual intercourse will then lead to ‘defeat’ in the monastic life, and expulsion 
from it. In this case, it is seen as better not to take the relevant precept, by remaining a lay 
person, or disrobing, than to take it and then break it. (Harvey, 2000:85) 

 
I.B. Horner’s (1949) translation of the Vinayapitaka has allowed for a comprehensible study of the 
text. Within Vin III:35 we find an extensive section which, on the surface, appears to contain 
nothing in relation to people adopting an alternative gender lifestyle. However, a closer reading of 
the verse suggests otherwise. Horner’s translation reads as follows: 
 

Now at one time the sign of a woman appeared to a monk. They told this matter to the lord. 
He said: ‘Monks, I allow a teacher to meet up with the nuns during the rains, as for the 
upasampada ordination, so as in the presence of the nuns to turn the nuns away from those 
offences which they have in common with the monks; but in those offences of the monks 
which are offences not in common with the nuns, there is no offence (for the nuns)’.  

Now at that time the sign of a male appeared to the nun. They told this matter to 
the lord. He said: ‘Monks, I allow a teacher to meet with the monks during the rains, as for 
the upasampada ordination, so as in the presence of the monks to turn the monks away 
from those offences which they have in common with nuns, but in those offences of the 
nuns which are offences not in common with monks, there is no offence (for the monks).’ 
(Vin, III:35 trans. Horner, 1949:54) 

 

                                                
5  Such as the monumental works by Jack (Judith) Halberstam including In a Queer Time and Place: Transgender 
 Bodies, Subcultural Lives (2005) and the American philosopher and theorist Judith Butler whose key works 
 include Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (1990).  
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Within the first of these two sections the Buddha states that he allows a teacher, arguably of the 
opposite sex, to meet with the nuns for the ordination ceremony; and that whilst the teacher is 
amongst the nuns they are to follow the monastic rules for the nuns, rather than those for the 
monks. Interestingly, Horner (1949:54) places a footnote against the phrase “the sign of a woman” 
(ibid.) stating that the Pali word it was translated from was itthilinga. Pe Maun Tin (1920), a Pali 
scholar working out of Burma during the 1920s states that itthi is a feminine term which translates 
as either a woman or female (Tin, 1920:42) and that linga, a neutral term, translates either as a sign, 
as Horner translates it, or characteristics (Tin, 1920:184). Consequently this verse could also be 
translated as ‘now at one time one with the characteristics of a woman appeared to a monk’. When 
this alternate translation is considered in relation to the remainder of the verse it seems to suggest 
that the Buddha allowed a male (teacher) with the characteristics of a woman (m-t-f transgendered 
person) to live alongside the community of nuns and follow their monastic code rather than that of 
the monks. The same situation happens within the following verse in which “the sign of a male” 
appears to the monks. Although Horner does not provide a footnote to this it can be inferred, due to 
the repetitive style of the text, that the same suffix linga is applied – suggesting that the female 
with the characteristics of a male was free to live amongst the community of monks, following their 
monastic code, rather than that of the nuns.  
 
The monks in both instances decide to take this matter to the Buddha6, presumably because there is 
a belief that the individual residing with a community of the opposite sex may lead the monastics to 
be defeated (a breach of celibacy, etc.). The residing of these peoples with the characteristics of the 
opposite sex does not entail defeat, itself, on account that the Buddha has allowed it. There is 
specific reference at the end of the extract that no offence is entailed for any member of the 
community. Since the Nun has the sexual characteristics of a man; and the monk the sexual 
characteristics of a woman it is deemed appropriate for them to join the monastic order of their 
associated gender. Harvey notes that: 
 

In both cases, the Buddha appears to accept this and simply say that the ex-monk nun 
should follow the rules of the nuns, and the ex-nun monk should follow the rules of the 
monks (Harvey, 2000:412)  

 
In juxtaposition to the seemingly ‘pro-trans’ stance that can be seen within the canonical 
Vinayapitaka is that of the non-canonical Dhammapada-atthakatha (Dhammapada commentary) 
attributed to Buddhagosa (c. 5th Century CE) (Appleton, 2011:247). This attribution is problematic 
“given the difference in style between this work and Buddhagosa’s commentaries on the main 
nikayas” (ibid.). The Dhammapada-atthakatha is a collection of 299 stories that seek to explore both 
moral and karmic issues within pre-modern Indic (c. 5th Century BCE) society. Located within the 
Dhammapada-atthakatha is the story in which a male’s sex spontaneously changes due to negative 
karmic actions (discussed further later). The story of Soreyya is placed within the citta-vagga, a 
collection of nine tales within the commentary that deal specifically with the mind, thought, or 
intentions of an individual (Tin, 1920:91).  
 
The story is as follows: Soreyya (a male) on leaving the city in a carriage to bathe, accompanied by 
his friend, witnesses an Elder putting on his monastic robe to enter the city to beg for alms. On 
seeing this Soreyya cries: “would that this Elder were my wife; or else that the hue of my wife’s 
body were like the hue of his body” (Burlingame, 1910:536). Spontaneously, on account of his 
improper thoughts therefore gaining negative karma, Soreyya becomes female. Soreyya (now 
female) runs from the carriage and joins a party bound for Takkasila (another city), marries a rich 
man there and bears two sons to him (Soreyya also fathered two sons as a man). Sometime later 
Soreyya’s friend from the carriage arrives in Takkasila and she provides entertainment for him. 
This friend, not understanding the extent of the hospitality paid to him, questions Soreyya; who 
explains the entire story. The friend tells Sorreya that the Elder whom Soreyya (as a man) offended 

                                                
6 It should be noted that throughout the vinaya it is only monks who ever take matters to the Buddha. 
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lives close by and that she should beg his forgiveness. “Soreyya did so, and immediately became a 
man again” (Burlingame, 1910:537) and was admitted to the order of monks to which the Elder 
belonged. Soreyya (now male) was often asked which children he loved more – to which he retorted 
that he loved those he bore as a woman more. Soreyya attained Arahatship, and was asked the same 
question again. “He replied, ‘my affection is set nowhere’” (ibid.) – following this alternate 
response, the Monks go to the Buddha, who retorts the verse which accompanies the story: 
 

Not a mother, nor a father, nor any other relative can do more for the well-being of one 
than a rightly-directed mind can. (Dhammapada, III:9 [v.43] trans. Tin, 1986)  

 
This story, for the most part, does not seek to explore trans- issues or focus upon the spontaneous 
change of sex by Soreyya – it seeks to explore the attainment of arahatship through the negation of 
karma; the Dhammapada-atthakatha can be seen to provide a home for the collection of narratives 
that “need only the most tenuous of links to the verse” (Appleton, 2011:254). More importantly, the 
Dhammapada-atthakatha provides a link to the Buddha himself, not as an intangible storyteller, but 
as a person speaking to different communities at different times (Appleton, 2011:249). Exemplifying 
this is the opening of the story, which outlines that: 
 

When the Teacher [the Buddha] was in residence at Savatthi, there was a treasurer’s son 
named Soreyya living in the city of Soreyya. (Burlingame, 1910:536) 

 
And again at the end of the story; in which it is stated that: 
 

The Teacher then pronounced Stanza 43, at the conclusion of which many were established 
in the Fruits (Burlingame, 1910:537) 

 
At this point it is good to consider the weight and effect that both the Dhammapada and 
Dhammapada-atthakatha had, and to an extent still has, upon Thai society. Justin McDaniel asserts 
“some form of Dhammapada has been wide-spread [in Thailand] for at least 500 years” (McDaniel, 
2005:301); more easily understood is that complete Dhammapadas were rare within Thailand prior 
to the beginning of the 20th century (Appleton, 2011:247). Yet even within the pre-modern period, 
the style of Dhammapada most commonly found within Thailand is profoundly different to its Pali 
sibling. For a starting point, McDaniel (2005:301) notes, the text is most commonly produced in a 
local dialect and several additions of indigenous-relevant material have been added to the text over 
time. Whilst it should be understood that the Dhammapada itself is in fact the canonical text “it is 
[also] worth bearing in mind that the strict division between canonical verses and commentarial 
stories may not have been in operation before the modern period” (Appleton, 2011:248). This 
suggests that it could be possible to use this Dhammapada-atthakatha story in relation to a study of 
Thai trans- issues. 
 
Thai, Trans- and the case of Buddhist Ethics: 
 
The Constitution of the Kingdom of Thailand B.E. 2550 (2007) from the very outset asserts that “the 
Thai people, irrespective of their origins, sexes, or even religions, shall enjoy equal protection 
under this constitution” (Constitution of the Kingdom of Thailand, I:5) and, more importantly to 
this study, that:  
 

Unjust discrimination against a person on the grounds of the difference in origin, race, 
language, sex, age…, shall not be permitted. (Constitution of the Kingdom of Thailand, 
III:30) 

 
The Thai constitution, on principal, therefore does not seek to express any hostility to those who 
wish to adopt an alternate gender lifestyle to their cis-gender. Ethnographic works since the turn of 
the 21st century, including that of Sam Winter (2006), Peter Jackson (2003, 2009) and most recently 
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Aren Aizura (2011) all suggest that on the surface there is a high perception of tolerance for 
minority gender groups. At the same time, they note that tolerance does not mean acceptance for 
this group. They might, therefore, still face social stigmas and isolation being placed upon both the 
gender and sexual minority community. This understanding is exemplified by Timo Ojanen (2009) 
who states that the “specific needs of sexual/gender minorities… are often ignored or 
misunderstood by Thai society at large” (Ojanen, 2009:5). Consequently it can be understood that 
Thai law does not protect the right of trans- individuals. These Khon-khaam7 individuals find 
themselves most stigmatized within the law; the Thai state does not legitimize a change of gender 
even in the case of a post-operative trans- individual. This base line means that; trans- individuals 
are (1) denied the right to marry, (2) unable to access welfare offered to hetero-normative couples, 
(3) not treated as a couple with regard to taxation and thereby (4) denied the right to receive their 
partners inheritance (Ojanen, 2009:11).  
 
Since the 1960s, Jackson (2003) notes, there has been an increase in the number of both alternate 
sexual and gender identities within Thailand, including: Gay king8, Gay queen9, Tom10, Dee11, Seua 
Bai12 and Kathoey13. The Thai word Kathoey is generally understood as either eunuch or castrated 
man (Jackson, 1998:66) whist the Pali equivalent pandaka is described as “a eunuch, weakling” 
(Rhys Davids, 1975:404 cit. Jackson, 1998:65); Thai translations of the Vinaya, according to Jackson 
(1998:65) make no reference of Kathoey in relation to weakness. 
 
Michael Peletz (2012) in his article Gender, Sexuality and the State in Southeast Asia seeks to 
encompass the entire sub-continent’s view of both gender and sexuality within a grand total of 
twenty-two pages. Amongst other issues, Peletz notes that there is a case of what he describes as 
“taken-for-granted syndrome” (Peletz, 2012:911) with regard to minority gender identities. Peletz 
too coins the phrase “graduated pluralism” (Peletz, 2012:909) in relation to religion, race and the 
state. Thailand can be seen to exemplify this notion most explicitly of the twelve countries studied 
by Sood (2009:13) Thailand was the only country that sought to provide protection, in law, to both 
trans-woman and cis-males in cases of rape as well as cis-females. It could be understood that this is 
a law of ‘reaction’ to combat the ever-growing sex tourism industry within the country. Sex tourism 
in Thailand began towards the latter end of the 1960s, when the United States contracted Thailand 
to provide rest and relaxation to American soldiers on leave from serving in the Vietnam War 
(1959-1975) (Magar and Apisuk, 2005:243-4).  
 
Further illustrations of these laws of ‘reaction’ include sex education within Thai state education. 
Sex education is encouraged by the state but is not a compulsory element of the teaching 
curriculum (Sood, 2009:14). State refusal to allow trans- people to officially change of gender on 
documentation even in the case of post-operative individuals, as well as criminalizing sexual acts 
other than penile-vaginal intercourse, leads to further isolation and stigmatization of trans- 
individuals (Sood, 2009:15). These actions by the state, moreover, see trans- and homosexual 
individuals turning to the sex tourism industry to earn a livelihood; which leads to further negative 
stereotyping, as there are laws in place against sex work within Thailand that state: 
 

Any person, who, for the purpose of prostitution, solicits, induces, introduces herself or 
himself to, follows or importunes a person in a street, public place or any other place, 
which is committed openly and shamelessly or causes nuisance to the public, shall be liable 
to a find not exceeding one thousand Bhat [c. £18.50]. (Prevention and Suppression of 
Prostitution Act, V) 

 
                                                
7  Khon-khaam – the term adopted by Thai academics and NGOs in reference to trans- individuals (Ojanen, 2009:7) 
8  Gay King – cis-gendered masculine homosexual male 
9  Gay Queen - cis-gendered effeminate homosexual male 
10  Tom – cis-gendered masculine homosexual female (taken from the English ‘tom boy’) 
11  Dee – cis-gendered effeminate homosexual female (taken from the second syllable of the English ‘lady [lay-dee]’) 
12  Seua Bai – cis-gendered bisexual male 
13  Kathoey – most commonly used in reference to Transwomen (m-t-f transsexuals) 
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This is adequately summed up by Sam Winter and Mark King (2011) who remark that: 
 

…transwomen have in modern times often become the victims of stigma, driven out to the 
margins of society and unable to obtain employment except in a small range of ‘ghetto’ 
occupations, which include sex work (Winter and King, 2011:140). 
 

Interestingly, apart from a prohibition placed against heterosexual adultery, there are no 
restrictions imposed within Thai Buddhism on the lay community (Jackson, 2003:2), thereby 
implying sexual and gender minority autonomy. Societal factors suggest an opposition to the 
religious factors. For a short time during the early 1900s sodomy was made illegal within Thailand, 
arguably responding to western influence, but again this was retracted in 1956 (ibid.).  The Thai de-
criminalization of sodomy comes earlier than both England, retracted in 1967, and America in 
200214 (O’Connor, 2003:7-8). Yet, whilst the law prohibiting sodomy was retracted, homosexuality 
was still classified as a mental illness in Thailand until 2002 (Sood, 2009:40). Moreover, it should also 
be noted that trans- behaviors have mainly been ignored by religious authorities.  
 
Winter (2006) speaks of an early “tradition of transgender spiritualism” (Winter, 2006:6) and states 
that in Thailand “there are regional folk myths that tell of three sexes at the time of creation” 
(ibid.). LeeRay Costa and Andrew Matzner (2007:21) remark that there is a long-standing history of 
hermaphrodites within early Thai historiography; two creation myths known as Pathamamulamuli 
and Mula Muh state that “each of the first two generations of humans consisted of three beings: a 
male, a female and a hermaphrodite” (ibid.). Although the inclusion of a hermaphrodite, or third 
sex, within these early stories suggests toleration; the narrative itself shows that the 
hermaphrodite, Napumasaka, is shunned and commits murder; relaying the understanding that 
being a kathoey comes about from negative karma. The Pathamamulamuli states that: 
 

Itthi, the woman, showed great affection for Pullinga, the man, much more so for him than 
[for] Napumasaka, the hermaphrodite. When he saw that the two beings loved each other 
tenderly, Napumasaka…killed the man. The woman was grief stricken. She laid her 
husband’s body in one place, planted a Jhalatun tree… to indicate the place of the cemetery 
and offered food daily until the corpse had completely decayed. Shortly after that, the 
hermaphrodite died also. The woman put his body in one place and never came near it 
again, but went on offering rice to her deceased husbands body… Shortly after that, the 
woman died (Peltier, 1991:207) 

 
According to Costa and Matzner the two traditions differ after telling a similar story regarding the 
first generation of humans, differing with regard to the second generation. The Pathamamulamuli 
asserts that in this incident both the hermaphrodite and the female pass, yet the remaining male 
only mourns the female; within the case of the Mula Muh all three individuals live together 
peacefully (Costa and Matzner, 2007:19-20). It should be noted that by the third generation, there 
are only two sexes present. 
 
Sam Winter’s study of Thai and Filipina transwomen involved a total of 195 Thai participants 
(average age 23.6) who were all born male but were living full time as women at the time of the 
study (Winter, 2006). The transwomen seemed to have three major categories, which they used to 
describe their gender association: 47% identified as Phuying (woman), 36% identified as Phuying 
prophet song (woman of the second kind) and 12% identified their gender as Kathoey (Winter, 
2006:38). No matter what their gender recognition is, Theravada Buddhism provides a form of 
acceptance for trans- individuals, that “being [a] Kathoey arises out of bad karma, leading a Kathoey 
life does not bring about more” (ibid.)  Therefore both transwomen and cis-women are treated on 
equal terms within Buddhist places of worship; even to the extent that “Buddhist monks bless 

                                                
14 By 2002 only thirty-six states had officially decriminalised sodomy; the US Supreme court invalidated the 
rest of the laws criminalising sodomy in 2003. (O’Connor et al, 2003:7-8) 
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marriages between men and transwomen” (Winter, 2006:33) who are not able to be legally 
recognized within marriage. Approximately 50% of the Thai participants within the study cited 
karma as a root cause for their transgenderism (Winter, 2006:42). The place of Buddhism in relation 
to the acceptance of trans- individuals becomes important as “…the three pillars of Thai identity 
are: the ideas of nation, religion and monarchy” (Barea, 2012:192). Moreover, within the narrative 
approach taken by Costa and Matzner (2007), participants refer to their transsexuality being the 
result of negative karmic action: “…this was my karma and they couldn’t change it” (Costa and 
Matzner, 2007:58); “therefore, I must do good so that in my next life I can be born either as a regular 
woman or man…” (Costa and Matzner, 2007:60). 
 
Conclusions: 
 
As Rita Gross (1993:209) suggested, dharma is void of gender, leading to the assumption that there 
might be an overarching rhetoric of inclusion of gender minorities including that of trans- 
individuals. Yet at the same time there is a definite difference between the understandings of the 
Pali phrase pandaka associated with weakness and the Thai phrase kathoey. Broadly speaking, with 
relation to the canonical Vin III:35 the Buddha simply accepts that the two monastics gender had 
fluxuated and thereby allows them to join the monastic community of their new-found gender 
association (Harvey, 2000:412). Though alternate opinions are presented within the Dhammapada-
atthakatha suggesting that Soreyya’s spontaneous conversion from male to female was due to 
improper thoughts towards a monastic; this being rectified through a heart felt apology, following 
which “Soreyya… immediately became a man again” (Burlingame, 1910:537).  
 
With regard to the context of Thailand constitutionally, all individuals, regardless of gender 
(Constitution of the Kingdom of Thailand, I:5), have the right to live a life, without fear of 
discrimination, within the nation. On the surface there seems to be an understanding of trans- 
acceptance within Thailand, although documentaries such as Sky Living’s seven-part series 
Ladyboys (2012) could have played a part in viewing the reality of a trans- lifestyle within Thailand 
with rose tinted spectacles. Moreover, twenty-first century ethnographic fieldwork has provided a 
firm conclusion that tolerance is not synonymous with acceptance. This means that trans- 
individuals are still victims of social stigma; finding themselves thereby “driven out to the margins 
of society” (Winter and King, 2011:140) and having to seek occupation within “a small range of 
‘ghetto’ occupations, which include sex work” (ibid.). With regard to Buddhist opinion both the 
transwomen and cis-women are considered equal. Meaning that there is a parallax between the 
state and the majority religion of the nation thereby causing contrasting views with regard to the 
trans- community of Thailand. Furthermore, this is a problem which needs to be addressed as if 
“the three pillars of Thai identity are: the ideas of nation, religion and monarchy” (Barea, 2012:192) 
it would be advantageous to Thailand, as a nation, to present a united front on issues which are 
currently within media focus worldwide such as the rights and treatment of the LGBT+ community.  
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