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The lay Buddhist gaze and femininity in Thai male
monasticism
Brooke Schedneck

Religious Studies, Rhodes College, Memphis, TN, USA

ABSTRACT
Effeminate or kathoey monks have generated considerable public
discourse concerning Thai Buddhist monasticism. Anxieties are
heightened when kathoey monks are found to be performing
feminine gestures and behaviours. These actions are captured in
Thai social media, revealing the extent of surveillance
surrounding male monastic bodily performance. I label this
regulation by Thai Buddhist laity onto male monastics as the Thai
Buddhist lay gaze. Using social media analysis, Thai news stories
and Thai Buddhist understandings of gender, this article
untangles the debate concerning kathoey monks within
contemporary Thai Buddhist society. I argue that when femininity
is seen as attached to worldliness, sexuality and beauty, it is
deemed incompatible with monasticism.
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Two Buddhist monks enter a shoe section inside a department store in Bangkok’s Pinklao
area. One of them starts trying on high-heeled ladies’ shoes. Another customer in the
store, a Thai lay Buddhist, snaps a picture of this behaviour and posts it to her social
media account. Her friends comment on this situation and share the picture with their
friends on social media, and soon larger Thai media websites start to take notice, like
the Bangkok Post in English and Kapook! Hilight News in Thai.1 Kapook’s article on
this declares that the monks are trying on shoes ‘because every temple is a runway’
(เพราะทุกวัดคือรันเวย์). It is of course deemed inappropriate by the Thai Buddhist public for
monks to have a materialistic lifestyle; however, there is an additional reason this
picture has gone viral. The issue of femininity and sexuality is apparent here, with com-
menters declaring that openly gay monks are appearing more and more in public places.
To those inside Thai Buddhist communities, such behaviours indicate problems with
worldliness and sexuality, which are linked to femininity. The original poster of this
photo on Facebook, Nong, writes that ‘These monks just cut their hair and entered
the temple. It has not been long since they became close. I think there is definitely a

© 2022 SOAS University of London
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1The Bangkok Post summarized this news story on their Facebook page on 2 February 2016, where there are over 1.5k
likes, 294 comments and 598 shares. https://www.facebook.com/bangkokpost/posts/monks-in-high-heelstwo-
buddhist-monks-were-photographed-checking-out-womens-shoe/10153658371862713/. Kapook Hilight’s coverage
of this story on 1 February 2016 has over 39,000 views. Kapook is a well-recognized Thai media website for news
and entertainment. Their title is ‘Oh monk! Two monks found in a women’s shoe store sitting and trying on high
heels’ (คุณพระ! หลวงพี่ 2 รูปโผล่กลางดงร้านรองเท้า ผู้หญิง น่ังลองส้นสูง). Accessed 10 December 2020. https://hilight.kapook.com/
view/132315.
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secret here’ (เพิ่งปลงผมเข้ากุฏิมาไม่เท่าไหร่ก็สนิทกันแล้วเหรอจ๊ะ ช้ันว่าเรื่องนี้มีอะไรลับลมคมในแน่ๆ). Another com-
menter refers to the monks with a female particle as luang che (หลวงเจ้) instead of the
common way of calling a young male monk, luang phi (หลวงพี่), and then asks, ‘did you
buy this [high heeled shoe] for yourself?’ (หลวงเจ้แกซื้อใส่เองป่าว). Finally, the most critical
comment, from a person named Adesan Man, states that he wanted to ordain his
whole life but only did so for three months (one rains retreat) because he saw so
many similar problems with the monks in his temple. He then asks, ‘Why do foreign
men who are rich ordain to let go of everything but monks in our hometown ordain
in order to collect more things?’ (ทำไมพระฝรั่งมาจากคนรวยบวชเพื่อละทิ้งทุกอย่าง แต่พระบ้านเราคือบวชเพื่อ
สะสม [ของต่างๆ]).2 Comments such as this decry the lack of monks who can follow the
rules of asceticism.3 Yet, these monks are especially suspect not just because they are
shopping at the mall, but because they are assumed to be a couple, who are buying
items associated with femininity, sexuality and worldliness, for themselves.

The regulation of monastic behaviour is a fertile topic in Thai media, and the promi-
nence of social media and smart devices has allowed not only journalists but also regular
Thai citizens to catch Buddhist monks at inopportune moments. Through the increased
mobility of monks in cities and towns of Thailand as well as the ability to share images,
surveillance of the male monastic body has become widespread. This attention is focused
on locating transgressions, including monastic bodies in non-monastic spaces, such as
the mall, or monastic bodies acting like laity inside the temple through activities such
as drinking, gambling, or inviting over women. I label this surveillance the ‘Thai Bud-
dhist lay gaze’, building on seminal ideas from much different contexts: the concept of
the male gaze coined by Laura Mulvey (1975) from film studies, and Michel Foucault’s
(1977) social theories of panopticism and surveillance.

A particular type of bodily transgression has captured the focus of this gaze and
significant media attention in Thailand, and that is the performance of femininity
while in the robes. Kathoey (กะเทย) is the informal, catch-all Thai word for effeminate
male bodies that is used colloquially for the more formal but less descriptive term, the
third sex (เพศที่สาม, phet thi sam). This category of sex or phet (เพศ) in Thai, incorporates
sexuality and gender (Jackson and Sullivan, 1999, 5). Kathoey have the body of a man,
but instead of masculinity, express femininity, and it is believed that this femininity is
very difficult to hide. Peter Jackson provides basic information on this gender category
within Thai society in his Male Sexuality in Thailand (1989). He writes that although
kathoey are ‘few in number in absolute terms, nearly every provincial centre in Thailand
has at least one or two open kathoeys or transvestites. These men dress and often live as
women and, although derided, are in general not interfered with’ (194). Rosalind Morris
(1994, 20) writes that the meaning of this term has varied over time, but in northern Thai
origin myths of the Lanna Kingdom it meant ‘neither male nor female, but both: a coher-
ent identity attached to diverse and fluid practices’. The Thai media outlet Sanook also
has a dictionary, and their definition of kathoey is ‘a person who has both male and

2These comments come from a more detailed article in a Thai news media outlet called CatDumb, which features enter-
tainment. The author, Miaw Fin, presents selected comments on this photo from the Facebook page of the original
poster. The article is called ‘One pair only! Netizens complain a lot about monk in a picture with iPhone while
trying on high heels like he doesn’t care’ (สัก คู่ไหมจ๊ะ!! ชาวเน็ตสวดยับ ภาพพระสงฆ์ถือสมาร์ทโฟน ลองรองเท้าส้นสูงในร้านแบบไม่แคร์สื่อ).
Accessed December 11, 2020. https://www.catdumb.com/monk-pick-a-shoe-717/. Posted on February 2, 2016.

3For direct quotations from article comments, I have corrected any misspellings so that it is easier to read. These correc-
tions do not affect the translation or meaning.
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female sex organs. A person whose mind and behaviour is opposite from their sex’ (คนที่มี
อวัยวะเพศทั้งชายและหญิง คนท่ีมีจิตใจและกิริยาอาการตรงข้ามกับเพศของตน).4 In colloquial usage, kathoey are
men who act in typically feminine ways and are often assumed to be gay. The topic of
kathoey monks is a sensitive and complex one within Thai male monasticism, which is
discussed by the Thai Buddhist lay public online. Before analysing discourses of feminin-
ity and the gaze upon the male monastic body through specific cases in Thailand, I
explore broader scholarship on the body and sexuality in Buddhism.

The body and sexuality in Buddhism

This article cannot provide a comprehensive overview of how the body and sexuality is
viewed in Buddhism. However, this section highlights important points useful to contex-
tualize the phenomenon of kathoey monks in Thailand. I first generally discuss the per-
ceptions of men, women and those in between in relation to masculinity and femininity
in early Buddhism, and I then focus on how the performance of gender is constructed
within contemporary Thai Buddhism.5

Early Buddhism

The Buddha’s body itself is important in understanding the construction of the ideal male
monastic. John Powers (2009), in his study of Indian Buddhist texts from the fifth
century BCE to the eighth century CE, argues that the Buddha’s body is not neutral,
asexual, or non-gendered. In fact, through a close reading of Buddhist texts, including
those from the Pāli canon and other sutras and commentaries written in Pāli and San-
skrit, Powers finds the Buddha’s body portrayed as extremely masculine, which produces
attraction from women and men. The Buddha is often associated with bulls and stallions,
symbols of virility in India. Much of this early Buddhist literature is as concerned with
the Buddha’s physique as his spiritual attainments, his wisdom power and body power
(7). This is for two reasons: first, the Buddha’s body and beauty were key features in con-
vincing men and women of his moral and spiritual authority, and second, descriptions of
the Buddha’s body and sexuality create a picture of the Buddha as a ‘real man’. His time
spent in the women’s quarters with his harem is meant to counteract any suspicions
about his sexuality. As Powers writes, ‘It is important that when a future Buddha
rejects sensuality he does so after fully experiencing all of its purported pleasures’ (33).
His disciples and followers must be convinced that in renunciation he knows what he
has given up.

This focus of the Buddha’s masculinity, however, can contribute to women in Bud-
dhism being viewed solely as an instrument to be cast aside in favour of liberation.
Alice Collett (2010, 116) notes in her review of Powers’ book that women are not only
portrayed as consorts and temptresses in the Pāli canon but are also known for their

4https://dictionary.sanook.com/search/dict-th-th-royal-institute/%E0%B8%81%E0%B8%B0%E0%B9%80%E0%B8%97%
E0%B8%A2.

5As Nicola Tannenbaum (1999, 249) reminds scholars, attitudes towards sexuality vary across different contexts in Thai-
land, including class, region and time period. The focus here is on lay Thai Buddhists who view media on Thai news
websites regularly. There is no way to know the exact nature of this demographic; however, they all have access to
mobile devices and are able to read and write in Thai.
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wisdom, skill and ability to maintain abstinence in the face of sexual temptation. Through
examining the sanghādisesa rules of the Pāli Vinaya, Collett characterizes male sexuality as
‘aggressive, potent, and proactive’, while the female sexuality displayed by female monks is
‘passive and responsive’ (Collett 2014, 65). Although women can reach the highest spiritual
achievements, and female monks’ sexuality is not depicted as being as voracious as that of
males, femininity is still described as lower in status and more problematic than masculi-
nity. These attitudes towards women are due in part to the belief that rebirth as a female is a
consequence of negative karma (Gross 1993), which results in impurity associated with
menstruation (Ohnuma 2004, 303). Reiko Ohnuma summarizes the early Buddhist
views of the female gender as either being characterized by uncontrollable lust or as nur-
turing wives andmothers, celebrated for their beauty and fertility (2004, 303). Both of these
ideals leave little possibility for monasticism or celibacy in the female body. Through an
investigation of early Indian Buddhist literature, Lisa Battaglia finds that ‘only men are
allowed to be male, beautiful, and liberated, all at the same time, whereas women must
be stripped of their gender, as well as becoming ugly in the process, in the pursuit of lib-
eration’ (2019, 197). Although there is a wide range of representation of women in early
Indian Buddhist literature, and female disciples of the Buddha succeeded in attaining
enlightenment, this feat clearly faces significant challenges.

Masculinity, by contrast, allows one to be tamed through Buddhist teachings and dis-
cipline. In further consideration of Pāli canon literature, Jose Cabezon (2017, 332) argues
that male sexuality is defined ‘in terms of the phallus and the act of penetration’. The real
man then ‘must have direct, unmediated desire to be the active partner in penetrative sex’
(Cabezon 2017, 431). For monasticism to tame men and send them toward liberation, the
desire to penetrate must be transcended. Because of this, males who act in feminine ways
do not have anything to tame or transcend in terms of phallic pleasure. And because the
focus is almost exclusively on penetration, feminine sexuality and desire is treated with
ambivalence. On the one hand it cannot be tamed since there is no penetration to
prevent, but on the other it is more difficult to control. As Alice Collett has argued in
relation to the Pāli canon, ‘it is not women’s bodies per se that are being conceived as
the problem, but rather the adorned and ornamented body (which could be either
male or female)’ (Collett 2016, 227).

In Pāli Buddhist literature, effeminate males or a kind of third gender are labelled as
pandaka. Jose Cabezon defines this category as men ‘who have male organs but deviant
desires’ (Cabezon 2017, 417). The term pandaka in Pāli literature became a catch-all for
a heterogenous group of characteristics that fell outside the binary gender system
(Cabezon 2017, 344). The Buddha forbade most types of pandaka from ordaining after
a pandaka monk asked other men to ‘defile’ him, and the rumour was subsequently
spread that all Buddhist monks were pandaka. Buddhaghosa sees pandaka ‘like prostitutes
and coarse young girls, as dominated by lust and longing for friendship with anyone’
(Harvey 2000, 416). In Thai, the word for pandaka has become bantho (บัณเฑาะว)์, but the
more informal and commonly used term for effeminate monks is kathoey.

Thai Buddhist society

We can see these ideas about femininity and the male monastic body from early Indian
Buddhism play out in contemporary Thai Buddhism, where kathoeymonks have become
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a widespread concern. As Charles Keyes notes, the monastic male subject is created
through discipline that allows him to transcend natural sexuality. That this discipline
is applicable ‘only to males in the Theravadin tradition reflects a religious perspective
that views maleness and femaleness very differently’ (1986, 85). The female body itself
is problematic because it is considered to create desire in male monks as well as polluting
sacred sites through menstrual blood. In northern Thailand women are forbidden entry
into several stupas and ordination halls because of local customs tied to the polluting
nature of menstruation (Bowie 2011, 113). Despite the challenges of the female body
in male monastic spaces, Keyes (1984) has argued that women’s roles in Buddhism as
nurturing mothers have given them an important place. However, Monica Lindberg
Falk (2007) asserts that women’s roles are always inferior because of the Thai sangha’s
refusal to allow the full ordination of women as bhikkhuni (พระภิกษุณี). Since 1928, the
Sangha Supreme Council has upheld the rule prohibiting male Thai monks from ordain-
ing female monks.6

Instead, the traditionally accepted precept nuns in Thailand are calledmae chi (แม่ชี). It
is unknown when exactly this distinct renunciant category emerged; however, the role of
mae chi clearly fills a need for some kind of higher role than laity within the Buddhist
monastic institution for women. Although mae chi think of themselves as ordained,
they have an ambiguous status from the perspective of the Thai government, which
‘views them as little more than squatters in monasteries’ and sees their role ‘of serving
monks as due compensation for the privilege of living on monastery grounds’
(Muecke 2004, 225). Marjorie Muecke (2004, 228) has found that male monks view
mae chi as sexual and lustful, unless they are elderly, and they constitute a continuous
test of male monks’ celibacy, making women’s sexual desire the enemy of the monastic
life. The social situations for mae chi have been changing recently as they are recognized
as saints, receiving support from laity and respect from male monks (Seeger 2018).

Because monasticism is not unambiguously or freely available for women, the insti-
tution serves to define the boundaries of masculinity and highlights the gendered
nature of attachment. Women are expected to be attached to the secular world as
wives and mothers. By ordaining, women are rejecting social norms. They are not
praised or valued for the detachment and restraint required for celibacy. In contrast,
for a male monk, celibacy ‘may have provided him with an ultimate challenge to show
his potential power by achieving full control over his body and sexual desires, exemplify-
ing his masculine identity to the fullest’ (Lindberg Falk 2007, 34). Keyes (1984, 225)
argues that although both men and women are viewed as attached to the world, ‘by
“nature” males and females are inclined to be attached to the world in different ways’.
Keyes continues his argument by characterizing men as having a natural state tending
towards immoral acts, such as killing; however, men, as embodied in the monastic
figure, have the possibility to transform and discipline themselves. Women, on the
other hand, go through no such transformation. Women, especially mothers, are con-
sidered to be naturally compassionate life-givers (Keyes 1984, 232). Although women
may learn deep Buddhist truths about suffering and impermanence, it remains difficult

6I emphasize the male monastic body here because most monastics in Thailand are male. There are about 300,000 male
monks compared with just over 200 female monks. Thai female monks ordain in Sri Lanka and have set up several
bhikkhuni communities in Thailand.
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for them to transcend the world in their primary roles as mothers and supporters of the
sangha. Thomas Kirsch (1975, 185) concludes that ‘women are deemed to be more firmly
rooted in their worldly attachments than are men, men are thought to be more ready to
give up such attachments’, and because they are not accepted as fully ordained monks in
Thailand, ‘women are thereby religiously disadvantaged’ (Kirsch 1985, 309). As Penny
Van Esterik (1982, 77) concurs, ‘Women are viewed as being more rooted in this
world and are the center of household stability’. She continues by saying that because
women are society’s producers and nurturers, this ‘generative capacity is qualitatively
opposed to the recluse’s goal of non-becoming or extinction’ (77). Women are more
embedded and dependent in their familial and romantic relationships in a way that
men are not. Men are allowed to be detached, they have the opportunity to be good or
bad, but they can be independent of the family unit because they are not under the
same societal constraints.

I am not so much concerned with motherhood or the polluting nature of menstrual
blood in connection with kathoey, but how they highlight Buddhist ideas surrounding
femininity. Kathoey, as biological males, do not menstruate, but they also do not
benefit from the maternal qualities of motherhood. Because motherhood is not part of
their image, kathoey are not seen as people who can nurture Buddhism through their
sons, nor are they seen as men who can benefit from the discipline of monasticism.
Lacking the positive attachments of mothers, their femininity is criticized for being nega-
tively attached to worldly activities like dancing, partying, looking beautiful and decorat-
ing themselves.

The Thai Buddhist lay gaze

The gaze is a helpful theoretical tool to discuss the lay Buddhist view of the male monastic
body. The concept has been used in the visual arts fields of art history and film studies.
Laura Mulvey (1975) argues in her seminal piece, ‘Visual pleasure and narrative cinema’,
that the controlling gaze in cinema is male, while the object of the gaze is a passive and/or
erotic female object, creating the phrase ‘male gaze’. Although uses of the gaze refer
mostly to desire, like the male gaze towards a female object, or the tourist gaze (Urry
2002) that desires to consume experience outside of everyday life, within Thai Buddhism
the gaze is also directed toward the desire to see proper monastic performance and there-
fore a thriving Buddhism. The gaze ‘orders and regulates’ relationships with the other,
identifying what is out of the ordinary and what is desirable (Urry 2002, 145).

Within Thai Buddhism, the active gaze is directed from the lay Buddhists onto the
object of passive male monks, desiring to regulate what seems out of place. Unlike the
tourist gaze, which can often find pleasure in the unexpected, the Thai Buddhist lay
gaze hopes to find appropriate kinds of difference between the secular lifestyle and the
monastic one, and between feminine and masculine behaviours. The Thai Buddhist
lay gaze centres on monastic behaviour and comportment, which can be observed visu-
ally. This gaze is distant but not detached. Laity, who take part in this surveillance by
posting and sharing transgressions witnessed on social media, are heavily invested in
Thai Buddhism and concerned about its fate. Their gaze is not neutral but is informed
by the lay Buddhists’ place within Buddhism, as monetary and material supporters of
the monastic institution.
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During the early Buddhist communities, as evidenced in the Pāli canon, the Buddha
took the criticisms of laity very seriously, resulting in his forbidding certain colours for
monastic robes and requiring monks to wear bathing robes.7 A key reason for the
Buddha to promulgate monastic rules was to foster faith in laity and protect the faith
of already devoted laity. Then, as now, laity do not automatically accept all behaviour
of all monks. As Hsiao-Lan Hu writes ‘One does not instantaneously become wholesome
and noble simply by joining a monastic order, and therefore a monastic person is not off-
limits for criticism’ (Hu 2011, 52). While the Buddhist lay gaze has been an important
check on monasticism throughout its history, Thai society has also had an important
relationship with visual appearances. Within Thai society, the gaze has been discussed
as part of the regime of images; as Peter Jackson writes, ‘ … Thai power lies in an
intense concern to monitor and police surface effects, images, public behaviours, and rep-
resentations combined with a relative disinterest in controlling the private domain of life’
(2004, 182). This regime is interested in the context of time and place (kalathesa กาลเทศะ),
and in the performative character of behaviour and speech in public spaces. One should
know the proper ways to perform one’s social roles depending on whom one is talking
with and where one is. This aspect of Thai society is heightened in Buddhist contexts,
where the time and place usually call for quiet, calmness and appropriate performance
of rituals to maintain sacredness.

The Thai Buddhist lay gaze, through the exchange of material and spiritual support,
has much at stake in policing monks’ bodies. Lay Buddhists and Buddhist monks have
entered into a contract. This contract, existing within the economy of merit, is a
major reason why expectations of the laity are so important to monastics. Through
their renunciant lifestyles, monks are able to accumulate and give merit to laypeople.
Buddhist laypersons engage in donor practices in hope of gaining merit that will have
a positive effect on their current situation, as well as the next life, and negate the
effects of past evil deeds. Because it is not always easy to judge whether monks are
living a pure renunciant lifestyle, they are often evaluated based on appearance. If
monks do not look appropriate, the lay person may not be confident in their ability to
accumulate and give merit. Although the behaviour of individual monks may be con-
cerning, lay Thai Buddhists often emphasize that they respect the robe, not the individual
monk. Despite this sentiment, monastics and laity are still involved in an exchange that
requires both parties to fulfil basic duties. Because lay Buddhists offer necessary material
items to Buddhist monks, who, in exchange, live a religious and renunciant life, the Thai
Buddhist lay gaze praises bodies and activities that conform to the ideal of this lifestyle.
However, this gaze also seeks to expose and criticize bodies that contravene the image of
an ascetic renunciant. Traits associated with femininity are not included in this image of
the ideal monastic figure.

The Thai Buddhist lay gaze judges the performance of monasticism, which includes
the performance of gender. It demands male monks avoid seeming too feminine or
too much like a layperson. Similar to the idea of panopticism, or ‘all-seeing’, used by
Michel Foucault (1977) and originally taken from Jeremy Bentham, the male monk is

7Thanissaro Bhikkhu, in his explanation of the monastic code, states that the monastic robes and rains-bathing cloth must
be dyed the proper colour before being worn (2013, 467). Monks needed to wear bathing robes so that laypeople did
not become attracted to them or believe that they were a group of naked ascetics, instead of Buddhist monks (2013,
227).
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always subject to observation, judgment and control. There is no official institution
which imposes masculinity on male monastic bodies, just as there is no authority to
impute femininity on female bodies. Because of this, gender performance appears to
be natural or voluntary. However, the idea of the panopticon complicates this view.
Just as women often internalize patriarchy or the male gaze within their consciousness,
eventually male monks internalize the Thai Buddhist lay gaze as a form of surveillance. It
is this means of surveillance technology which then produces an understanding of proper
gendered performance (Threadcraft 2016, 219). Male monastic self-surveillance is a form
of monastic discipline, just as the panoptical gaze creates patriarchal discipline for female
subjects.

Social media enhances the possibility for surveillance. The ability to take a picture or
video from a distance or share a selfie a monk has posted allows Thai Buddhist laity to
take on the role of the active gaze and panopticon. While monks may feel comfortable
around familiar laity, such as family members or long-time donors and temple volun-
teers, the ability of anyone to observe and criticize monastic bodily presentation increases
anxiety for monks. Michael Chladek (2017-2018) has investigated the ways novice mon-
astics in one northern Thai temple imagine the laity’s expectations. Monastics project
ideas onto this ‘imagined laity’, considering what they might think or how they would
react to certain behaviour. Chladek argues that this is an important way that monastic
communities self-regulate. Appearing tidy and looking neat, Chladek finds, allows
monks to serve as a field of merit, which in turn allows laity to feel calm and create
their own good merit. Imagining the laity and understanding the surveillance of the
Thai Buddhist lay gaze trains monks to comport themselves correctly.

The specific ‘imagined laity’ of a particular temple community can be internalized for
monks in training. However, the Thai Buddhist lay gaze is increasingly scrutinizing mon-
astic presentation on the internet and in public. Below I investigate what happens when
monks fail to imagine the Thai Buddhist public correctly and are subject to a critical lay
gaze because of performing monasticism in feminine ways.

The effeminate male monastic body

The Thai Buddhist lay gaze indicates that the ideal monastic body, one that would signify
a thriving Thai Buddhism with effective merit-making, would be lacking in feminine
presentation. Three effeminate male monks have received widespread media attention
in the last decade. First, in 2011, during the height of destructive flooding in Bangkok,
the Thai media reported on the video of a monk dancing while helping to move
people and supplies from flooded areas. This monk was labelled the ‘coyote-dancing
monk’ (พระ ซ้อม เต้น โค โย ต้ี) because his dancing was deemed feminine and sexualized,
similar to the women seen in the 2000 Hollywood film titled Coyote Ugly and the
table-top dancing style used at this time by young women working along ‘Soi
Cowboy,’ a well-known go-go bar strip in Bangkok. A person within the temple had
recorded this monk’s behaviour and thought it was inappropriate or strange enough
to share online; eventually it reached the level of national news. The surveillance of
this monk and the gaze upon his femininity reveals the perspective of the Thai Buddhist
lay gaze. Like a panopticon, this gaze is all-seeing and always watching for unacceptable
behaviour, however small. The dancing was a problem worthy of national news not just
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because the monk was dancing, which is against the basic rules even of a novice monk,
but because of the style of dancing.

Sanitsuda Ekachai columnist for the Bangkok Post, commented on the issues raised by
the ‘coyote-dancing monk’ for the Thai monastic sangha in her article ‘Bringing things
out in the open: Gay monk debate helps reveal a more fundamental problem which is
affecting the clergy’ (Bangkok Post, 14 January 2012).8 She relates that this monk’s pro-
vocative dancing caused a public outcry among Thai Buddhists because it reflects the
fundamental problem of openly gay monks. The connection between feminine behaviour
and sexuality is completely intertwined in this analysis. Sanitsuda believes that feminine
gay monks are so common now that it’s ‘no longer shocking to see novices wearing
make-up or making feminine gestures in public quite freely’.

The monk in question, Phra Maha Klairungwas, a senior monk at Wat Bang Bua,
outside Bangkok, responded that his dance was a ‘playful attempt to relieve stress
during the flood crisis’. Although he characterized his dance as simply playful, Thai
society immediately saw this performance, with its sexual gestures, as worthy of a societal
outcry on the issue of openly gay monks. Phra Maha Klairungwas was forced to make a
formal apology aimed toward all who were offended by his dancing, which was aired on
all the major Thai TV networks.9 He was also temporarily suspended from his position as
temple secretary.

Commentators on his behaviour believed that this display of provocative dancing
indicated Buddhism’s deterioration and the degeneration of the monkhood. Many of
the commenters on the video clip posted on the media website Sanook called for this
monk to disrobe because he broke the seventh precept – to refrain from dancing,
singing, music and going to see entertainments. In addition to breaking the precept, com-
menters also believed that his dancing in the style of a gay, feminine man (tut ke ตุ๊ดเกย์) was
causing the religion to decline and even be destroyed. As one commenter named Rung-
tongin stated:

This is a violation of the Vinaya since he is an effeminate man. Effeminate gay men are not
allowed to ordain. He must disrobe only. The religion is declining. Don’t use the yellow robe
to live [like a gay person] (ผิดธรรมวินัยตั้งแต่เป็นตุ๊ดแล้ว ตุ๊ดเกย์ห้ามบวช ต้องสึกอย่างเดียว ศาสนาเสื่อม อย่ามาอาศัยผ้าเหลือง
อยู่).

Dhamma Vinay commented: ‘Do you know how this monk is causing decline?
Because monks like this are not real men’ (รู้ใช่ป่ะทำเส่ือมยังไง เพราะพวกนี้ไม่ใช่ชายแท้). Thai com-
menters recommended he become a layperson and develop himself more in his
village, or they suspected that he ordained just to make a living.10 Although a few com-
ments stated that this monk was just having fun, for the most part, Thai observers
asserted that he broke an important precept and should disrobe because he represents
a decline in the religion due to his feminine behaviour.

The second kathoey monk who attracted national attention is Phra Jazz, or Phra
Sarawee Panyawiro, who ordained in 2013.11 He was the winner of the 2009 Miss

8Accessed 17 December 2020. https://www.bangkokpost.com/thailand/politics/275055/bringing-things-out-in-the-open.
9A video of this performance can be seen here: https://video.sanook.com/player/453995.
10All of the comments can be found below the video clip of this incident from 2012: Accessed 17 December 2020. https://
video.sanook.com/player/453995.

11Jazz is a nickname. He was born as Sarawi Natthi.
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Tiffany Universe pageant, a beauty contest for kathoey.12 Because Phra Jazz had been
such a visible kathoey, some believed that it would be impossible for him to ordain.
However, Phra Jazz had never completed gender confirmation surgery, so there was
no biological impediment to ordination. Phra Jazz was thus considered a ‘normal’
male and it was determined that neither his effeminacy nor sexuality was an obstacle
(Cabezon 2017, 532). The abbot of the temple where Phra Jazz ordained, Phra Atuwatee
Bhikkhu of Wat Liab, explained the decision to ordain Phra Jazz: ‘[This ordination] is not
against the principles of Buddhism. In both mind and body [Phra Jazz] is a full man and
he has the determination to ordain’ (ไม่ขัดกับหลักของพระพุทธศาสนา ทั้งสภาพจิตใจและร่างกาย ซึ่งเป็นผู้ชายเต็ม
ตัว และมีความตั้งใจแน่วแน่ที่จะอุปสมบท). The abbot continued that

Importantly, from the physical and mental examination, he is a normal male. There are no
characteristics of the third sex, instead there is only a quiet man with a gentle manner. By
removing the silicone from his breasts, we could perform the ordination ceremony for him
(ที่สำคัญจากการตรวจร่างกายและจิตใจก็เป็นผู้ชายปกติ ไม่มีลักษณะของเพศที่สามเหลืออยู่และเป็นคนค่อนข้างเงียบนิสัยเรียบร้อย โดยได้
นำซิลิโคนออกจากหน้าอกแล้ว จึงได้ทำพิธีอุปสมบทให้).

Also important in allowing Phra Jazz to ordain were his motivations. The author from
Post Today emphasized that Phra Jazz decided to ordain because he has faith in Bud-
dhism, wants to offer merit to his parents, and he intends to be ordained for the rest
of his life. The author made sure to point out that ‘there are no other causes or
reasons concerning the world’ (ไม่มีสาเหตุหรือเร่ืองราวอื่นๆเกี่ยวกับทางโลกทั้งส้ิน).13 In this discussion
of Phra Jazz, all the typical characteristics associated with kathoey were refuted. The
author of the article as well as the abbot who ordained Phra Jazz instead placed him
in the category of a full man with no traces of feminine characteristics left in his body
or mind. The ‘coyote-dancing’ monk received criticism because of his feminine dance
moves while in the robes. By contrast, Phra Jazz was believed to have ended his
kathoey characteristics once he had ordained.

A third high-profile kathoeymonk is Phra George. He defended himself and his choice
to ordain as a monk in an interview with Vuthithorn ‘Woody’ Milintachinda, on his
popular talk show, The Woody Show (วู้ ด ด้ี เกิด มา คุย). In an intense conversation, Phra
George presented arguments for his ordination, despite his effeminate manners, and con-
tended that he is a legitimate monk.14 Woody surveyed the opinion of monks from across
Thailand on the ordination of Phra George, asking ‘is this the most effeminate monk we
have ever seen?’ Several of the monks responded that they would not ordain Phra George
because the Buddha did not allow a bantho/pandaka to be ordained. The opposing
monks on Woody’s video stated that if Phra George wanted to be accepted as a monk,
he needed to remove his girlish behaviour. It is against the Vinaya to speak in a girlish
way to the lay people because monastic speech must be polite and well-mannered. ‘If
you want to be ordained, you have to act like a male’, one of the monks stated. They
argued that feminine behaviours had no place in the monastic life, and ordaining a

12Miss Tiffany has taken place in Pattaya, Thailand, since 1984. The popularity of this contest demonstrates the accep-
tance of femininity in male bodies in Thai society at large. However, this tolerance does not translate to the male mon-
astic body within Thai Buddhism.

13‘Phra Jazz, Former Miss Tiffany Ordains in Songkhla’ (พระแจ๊ส อดีตมิสทิฟฟานี่บวชแล้วที่สงขลา). 13 May 2013. Accessed 28 Decem-
ber 2020. https://www.posttoday.com/ent/news/221825.

14‘Gay Monk on Woody Talk Show’. 21 April 2014. Accessed 28 May 2020. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=
UlvSz6Dyfrw.
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kathoey would lessen the faith of the lay people. When contrasting Phra George and Phra
Jazz, it seems that Phra George’s feminine behaviour was still present as a monk, while
Phra Jazz was simply considered to be well-mannered and gentle.

Both Phra Jazz and Phra George had to convince Thai Buddhists that they have not
only the anatomically correct body of a man but also the heart-mind (chit chai จิตใจ) of
a man. If these effeminate monks could remove all feminine manners, as the critical
monks onWoody’s show suggested, then it would be appropriate for formerly effeminate
men to be ordained. The Thai Buddhist lay gaze focuses on this femininity, and by impli-
cation of pointing it out, desires its removal. Phra George does not engage in the argu-
ment about the possibility of removing femininity or not. He denies the relevance of the
Thai Buddhist lay gaze. Instead, he focuses on Buddhist teachings, stating that one’s
mental condition is what matters most. Phra George states that he has to fight to end
his worldly desires and follow the Buddhist path like everyone else. However, the Thai
Buddhist lay gaze remains trained on men displaying feminine behaviour within the
robes. It is suspicious of former kathoey but willing to accept that they can remove fem-
ininity, after ordination.

These three monks were figures who appeared on TV and news articles while their fem-
inine pasts and behaviour after ordination were debated. Other monks are surveilled from
a further distance, without any possibility of explanation, apology or defence. Below I draw
from a selection of articles, from 2013–2020, from Thai media websites, which spotlight the
visual nature of the lay Buddhist gaze on feminine behaviour among male monks and the
debate surrounding their presence in the monastic institution. These media websites are
news sources well known among Thai readers for coverage of politics, economy, religion
and entertainment.15 Articles about kathoey monks often contain some explanatory text,
but principally feature pictures of monks wearing makeup and face masks, posing in
effeminate postures, with hands on lap or curled on their faces, monks embracing one
another in a hug, as well as posing with the robes fitted tightly to the chest, which gives
an appearance of breasts. The website Post Today profiled this issue in July 2013, displaying
these pictures of effeminate presenting men in an article titled ‘Phra Tut on a rampage!
Making love - showing off their beauty for laypeople’ (พระตุด๊อาละวาด!พลอดรัก-เฉิดฉายอวดโยม).16

The tags for this article include phra tut (พระตุ๊ด), nen taeo (เณรแต๋ว), and the destruction of
the religion (man satsana มาร ศาสนา). Phra tut is a slang term that evokes the feminine
manners of a monk in a derogatory way. Another term is nen (for novice monk) taeo, refer-
ring to a man who appears to be non-masculine and weak.17 The Post Today news team,
who assembled these photographs, wrote that every day the phenomenon of phra tut, nen
taeo was increasing. The authors went on to describe the beauty details of the pictures of
effeminate monks, noting their eyeliner, glossy lips, arched eyebrows, blue contact lenses,
details which worsen the faith of Buddhists, and show that the monks are ‘not ashamed to
take a photo of their beauty contest and don’t give a damn about anyone’ (ถ่ายรูปโชวป์ระชันความ
งามไม่เกรงหนา้อินทร์หน้าพรหม). The point of showing these images is to illustrate the extent of

15The websites are Naeo Na, TeeNee News, Amarin TV News, Siam Rat and Post Today. Although not as reputable as Thai
Rat, they are recognizable websites for reliable news coverage. Naeo Na used to be a magazine and covers politics as
well as entertainment. TeeNee News and Amarin TV News focus more on entertainment with coverage of general news
as well. Siam Rath also used to be a magazine and covers a wide range of news in Thailand along with Post Today.

1618 July 2013. Accessed 5 January 2021. https://www.posttoday.com/politic/report/234978.
17Tut and taeo, are often translated as sissy or queen.
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femininity and beautification inside the temple. These kinds of behaviour, displaying an
interest in showing off and lustfulness, are deemed disrespectful by the Thai Buddhist
lay gaze.

TeeNee News includes articles on viral social media posts within Thai Buddhism as
part of its Thai news coverage. One such scandal arose when the Facebook page ‘Red
Skull News’ posted pictures of a monk who had fashioned his robe to look like a tight
tube-top dress. The three pictures show the monk, with face blurred or with a smiley
face emoji covering it, lying in a boat with full view of their legs, walking with their
robe only covering the upper thigh, and posing with midriff showing and chest
pushed outward. The text of the article describes how the monk

modified the robe into a strapless dress, pulled tight on their flesh, stepped onto the boat and
posed in a sexy way. In addition, they also pulled the robe up until it was as short as possible.
When the Thai people on the internet (netizens) see this, they feel uncomfortable with this
kind of behavior (ดัดแปลงจีวรเป็นชุดเกาะอก ดึงรัดเเนบเนื้อ ข้ึนเรือโพสท่าแบบเซ็กซี่ แถมยัง ดึงจีวรขึ้นมาแบบสั้นสุดๆ
เห็นแล้วชาวเน็ตรู้สึกไม่สบายใจกับพฤติกรรมเช่นนี้).

The Thai Buddhist lay gaze is focused on gestures appearing feminine, but also on
whether Thai monks are wearing the monastic robes appropriately. One of the purposes
of the seventy-five training or Sekhiya rules listed in the Vinaya is to ‘prevent bhikkhus
from wearing their robes in any of the various ways that lay people in those days wore
theirs’ (Thanissaro Bhikkhu 2013, 432).18 However, Thai Buddhist laity rarely connects
their gaze with specific rules in Vinaya texts. The netizens who saw this picture simply felt
uneasy with this behaviour. When a police officer found this monk’s temple, the abbot
explained that the monk had been living there for four years, and there had never
been a problem before he posted those pictures of himself in his tight robe. However,
when the abbot explained to the offending monk that his behaviour was inappropriate,
he ‘understood and realized what he had done and asked to disrobe immediately’ (เข้าใจและ
รู้ซึ้งถึงส่ิงที่กระทำลงไป จึงได้ขอลาสิขาทันท)ี.19 The fifteen commenters on this article were glad this
monk has disrobed, calling him luang che, tut, wicked (appri อัปรีย์), one who is destroying
the religion, and addicted to the defilements (tit kilet ติดกิเลส), especially the defilement of
fashion (kilet faechan กิเลสเเฟชั่น), and advising him to disrobe and change gender (pai suek
pai plaeng phet ไปสึกไปแปลงเพศ). These comments reveal that feminine ways of showing off
one’s body are associated with attachment to worldly things like fashion, and thus are
upsetting to the Thai Buddhist lay gaze.

The Thai news outlet Naeo Na uses the phrase ‘phra tut nen taeo’ to capture the
phenomenon of effeminate monks. Its article begins with a picture of a male monk
who has tied his robe in a large bow in the front and is posing with hands on hips as
if on the fashion runway.20 Naeo Na news was especially concerned, when they wrote
this article in May 2018, because while authorities were investigating Wat Saket for

18Some of the training rules fall in the category of monastic dress and behaviour in inhabited areas. Their purpose is to
remind the monk that even ‘the minor details of his behaviour can often make the difference between sparking or
killing another person’s interest in the Dhamma’ (Thanissaro Bhikkhu 2013, 432).

19Tee Nee Website. ‘Found Luang Che Wearing Strapless Robe Police Raid the Temple Monk Accepts Mistake Before Dis-
robing’ (เจอแล้ว หลวงเจ๊ จีวรเกาะอก ตำรวจบุกถึงวัด เจ้าตัวก้มหน้ารับ ก่อนสึก). 18 January 2020. Accessed 28 May 2020. tnews.teenee.com/
etc/157938.html.

20Naew Na Website. ‘Revealed ‘phra tut-nen taeo-mi mia’ are numerous throughout Bangkok and other provinces’ (แฉ ’พระ
ตุ๊ด- เณรแต๋ว-มี เมีย’ ยังมีอีก เพียบทั้ง วัดใน กทม.ต่างจังหวัด), 5 June 2018. Accessed 28 May 2020. https://www.naewna.com/likesara/
343373.
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money laundering, they found images of sexual intercourse between a male lay person
and a monk at the temple.21 This incident, according to Naeo Na, shows that gay
monks exist in many temples throughout Thailand: ‘temples in both Bangkok and
other provinces are like this [have gay monks living there]. When this happens, the
problem of sexual addiction is certain to occur’ (ทั้งในวัดพ้ืนที่กรุงเทพมหานครและต่างจังหวัด เม่ือเป็น
เช่นนี้ปัญหาการเสพสังวาสจึงมีเกิดขึ้นอย่างแน่นอน). They also cite Chaturong Jongsa, an independent
scholar of Buddhism, who claims that since 2014 the number of monks and novices
with feminine or gay behaviour is about ten percent of the total monastic population.
The problem, the author believes, lies with the Buddhist families and the abbots of
temples, who can clearly see the effeminate behaviour yet still allow these men to
ordain.22 The fundamental issue is the behaviour of effeminate male monks, which is
assumed will lead to sexual relations in the temple. When males act in feminine ways,
they are assumed to be attached to the world, interested in attracting men, and
focused on physical beauty. The Thai Buddhist lay gaze would rather see an idealized
version of a monk who has undertaken renunciation from such worldly things. Like
Phra Jazz, kathoey monks can be accepted if they can demonstrate disinterest in outer
appearance. Femininity, as identified by the Thai Buddhist lay gaze, does not belong
in Thai male monasticism and should be removed. A further investigation of sex,
gender and the body in Buddhist literature and contemporary society can help to illumi-
nate the demarcations within Thai Buddhist monasticism and break down the assump-
tions of the Thai Buddhist lay gaze.

Male and female bodies in comparison

When the Thai Buddhist lay gaze is surveilling feminine behaviour among male monks,
perhaps they are thinking of women as ‘quintessentially body-directed’ (Threadcraft
2016, 208). Kathoey monks are often criticized for living a life that is overly concerned
with their own body and its appearance, overly passionate about sex and other superficial
things of the world, supposedly like a woman (Morris 1994, 24).23 In this way, women
become more fully identified with their bodies and experiences than males, whose experi-
ences can be transcended. Leonard Zwilling, in an analysis of the pandaka in Pāli litera-
ture, argues that the category ‘was considered in some degree to share the behaviour and
psychological characteristics of the stereotypical ‘bad’ woman’ (1992, 205), revealing that
pandaka lack the ability to counteract their passions. This type of femininity is imagined,
by the Thai Buddhist lay gaze, to exist within kathoey bodies.

These deep-seated ideas within Indian Buddhism can be found in comparing the
poems of the Therigatha and Theragatha, whose authorship is attributed to female and

21In May 2018, the arrest of five monks for alleged temple fund embezzlement in three Bangkok temples (Wat Sam
Phraya, Wat Saket and Wat Samphanthawong) caused much media attention. Bangkok Post, ‘Buddhist followers
cling to their beliefs in wake of temple embezzlement scandal’, 10 June 2018. Accessed 14 June 2018. https://www.
bangkokpost.com/thailand/general/1482169/buddhist-followers-cling-to-their-beliefs-in-wake-of-temple-fund-
embezzlement.

22The exact quote from the article is ‘เมื่อรู้ว่าลูกเป็นตุ๊ด เป็นแต๋ว ก็ไม่ควรส่งมาบวชในพระพุทธศาสนา กระบวนการที่ 2 เจ้าอาวาส และพระอุปัชฌาย์ เมื่อเห็นว่า
เป็นตุ๊ด แต๋วชัดเจน ก็ไม่ควรที่จะให้บวช’, which can be translated as ‘when you [parents] know that your male child has feminine
tendencies, you should not send him to ordain in Buddhism. The second step in the process would be the abbot and
preceptor. When they see the child clearly has flamboyant characteristics, they should not ordain [the boy]’.

23Rosalind Morris (1994, 24) notes that kathoey are often thought of as dressing up the body as a woman better than
women.
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male disciples of the Buddha, respectively. In her comparison of the gendered nature of
these two texts, Kathryn Blackstone (2013) argues that while female disciples use their
bodies to attain Buddhist realizations, male followers use generalizations about human
experience to reach their goals. She argues that:

The therīs [female disciples] thus personalize the Buddhist lesson in anatomy. The vision of
a putrefying corpse is internalized; it is their own bodies that are filled with disgusting sub-
stances and their own bodies that will fill the cemeteries. The theras [male disciples] abstract
this lesson. The disgusting nature of the body is revealed not in images of self, but in images
of others, particularly women (69).

An important issue in Buddhism surrounding femininity is that not all bodies are con-
sidered uniformly. As Blackstone finds, ‘women are often presented as inherently more
physical, that is, as tied more closely to bodily processes than are men; and, concomi-
tantly, women are commonly defined by their sexuality’ (60). This is part of the
reason why kathoey monks are widely seen as incompatible with the monastic space.
Their bodies, although not female, are feminine and thus subject to the same kinds of
issues. From these descriptions, masculinity can be transformed, transcended and
tamed, while femininity makes this much more challenging.

In the poems of male disciples of the Buddha, the Theragatha, death and entrapment
follow those who value the body. The female body is subject to these consequences as
someone who inherently values the body for its own sake and attempts to lure others
towards valuing the bodily form. A woman’s physical form is compared to a hunter’s
snare, which an ordinary man would be lured into and thus continue in the cycle of
birth and death.

As luring deer with a snare, as fish with a hook, as a monkey with pitch, so they touch; these
five strands of sensual pleasures are seen in a woman’s form. Those ordinary individuals
who with impassioned minds pursue them [women], fill up the terrible cemetery. They
heap up renewed existence. But he who avoids them as one avoids a snake’s head with
one’s foot, he being mindful overcomes this attachment to the world (Theragatha 454–
457, Blackstone 2013, 67).

Women’s bodies are associated with death and rebirth for themselves and the men
they ensnare. However, in neither the Therigatha nor the Theragatha is the male
body referenced as an attractive snare or lethal trap. Instead, women who are attracted
to a handsome man use the image to understand the essential transience and imper-
manence of all phenomenon (Blackstone 2013, 72). Male monks’ bodies are used as
vehicles for understanding the doctrine in general but are not seen as a temptation
to overcome. This perception about male and female bodies and these bodies’ per-
formances of masculinity and femininity carry over into modern-day Theravada Bud-
dhism. Kathoey monks are so problematic for the Thai Buddhist lay gaze because they
bring femininity, with all its embodiment and concern for the world of appearances,
into the monastic life. Monks such as Phra Jazz, who have been professionally
involved in beauty contests, are troubling for Thai Buddhists because it seems the
concern for beauty and decoration is difficult to end. Although Phra Jazz is now
widely believed to be a monk who has been able to cut ties with femininity, other
monks who display actions concerned with this world make the work of taming mas-
culinity more problematic.
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Ward Keeler’s (2017) analysis of Burmese Buddhism and gender hierarchies bears rel-
evance to the Thai case. He argues that the male Buddhist monk fulfils the highest ideal-
ized masculine role because he is autonomous and without attachments. Keeler posits a
spectrum within Burmese social hierarchy, ranging from autonomy to attachment, with
autonomy coded as male and attachment as female. In Myanmar, idealized masculinity
gives men privilege, as in much of the world. This makes men who do not fill their
societal expectations seem deficient, because they are not taking advantage of the privi-
lege they were born with. Females, and those who display feminine qualities, are seen as
too attached to their relationships to be able to reach the level of autonomy possible for a
male. Keeler emphasizes that ‘the assumption remains that men incline toward, and are
praised for, breaking attachments in favor of their autonomy, whereas women are
inclined toward, and are for the most part held to, fostering their attachments, to the
diminution of their autonomy’ (239).

Women and femininity must exist to fulfil important roles within Buddhism, but these
roles are all supportive of the monastic tradition and external to the monastic lifestyle.
Women are praised for their positive attachments as mothers and supporters. Feminine
bodies are also attached to superficial and worldly things, such as a beautiful or stylish
appearance. It is this kind of negative attachment that kathoey monks are associated
with, which is perceived as detrimental to their ability to live the autonomous and renun-
ciant monastic life.

Conclusion

Why is the male monastic body so regulated? Why is the comportment and gender per-
formance of the monastic body so important to the Thai Buddhist lay gaze? First, the
threat of the abnormal male monastic body signals that Thai Buddhism is losing its
strength in society. The Thai Buddhist lay gaze favours masculine-presenting male mon-
astic bodies. The majority of monks presenting their gender as masculine would signal
the health and thriving nature of Buddhism in Thailand, as indicated by comments
about kathoey monks, who are believed to be causing degeneration of the religion.
Because men are displaying atypical and unacceptable bodily figures and manners,
they demonstrate the extent to which Buddhism is failing in the country to tame men,
to make them into proper Buddhist subjects. Thai Buddhists are concerned about the
efficacy of their merit-making, which takes place through the conduit of the monastic
body. If effeminate monastic bodies are assumed to not fully belong in the monastic
life, then merit-making potential decreases. While there is anxiety over the state of Bud-
dhism in Thai society, the Thai male monastic body will continue to be regulated through
the Thai Buddhist lay gaze, and their gender performance will remain an important site
to locate the perceptions of decline within Thai Buddhism.

The Thai Buddhist lay gaze aims to keep the monastic body in check while evaluating
the masculinity of the male monastic members. When male monks display feminine
behaviour, this is seen to be especially worrying, as the sangha is unable to regulate
itself and maintain the demarcations between female and male, femininity and masculi-
nity. Pandaka are a troubling in-between category for Buddhist monasticism. They are
not seen as complete men but also cannot fulfil the supporting role of women. The
Thai Buddhist lay gaze, as seen in the media, has spent much time and effort noting
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the prevalence of kathoey monks. The conversation around this topic within the Thai
Buddhist public sphere frames kathoey monks as a problem. Although some monks
can convincingly remove their femininity and attachment to beauty, such as Phra Jazz,
for the most part, the Thai Buddhist lay gaze looks to police the boundaries of masculi-
nity within the monastic sangha very carefully.

Acknowledgments

An earlier version of this article was presented at the 2019 Annual Meeting of the American
Academy of Religion in the Religions of Southeast Asia Unit and the Bodies of Buddhism: Somaes-
thetic Explorations Conference held at Florida Atlantic University in 2020. I thank the organizers
and members of the audience for their feedback. I would also like to thank Michael Chladek and
Piyawit Moonkham for comments on an earlier manuscript, and two anonymous reviewers whose
feedback improved this final version.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).

References

Battaglia, Lisa. 2019. “Only Skin Deep? Female Embodiment and the Paradox of Beauty in Indian
Buddhism.” In Buddhist Feminisms and Femininities, edited by Karma Lekshe Tsomo, 183–218.
Albany: State University of New York Press.

Blackstone, Kathryn. 2013. Women in the Footsteps of the Buddha: Struggle for Liberation in the
Therigatha. London: Routledge.

Bowie, Katherine. 2011. “Polluted Identities: Ethnic Diversity and the Constitution of Northern
Thai Beliefs on Gender.” In Southeast Asian Historiography Unravelling the Myths: Essays in
Honour of Barend Jan Terwiel, edited by Volker Grabowsky, 112–127. Bangkok: River Books.

Cabezon, Jose. 2017. Sexuality in Classical South Asian Buddhism. Somerville, MA: Wisdom
Publications.

Chladek, Michael. 2017-2018. “Imagined Laity and the Performance of Monasticism in Northern
Thailand.” Buddhism, Law, and Society 3: 45–78.

Collett, Alice. 2010. “A Bull of a Man: Images of Masculinity, Sex, and the Body in Indian
Buddhism, by John Powers.” Buddhist Studies Review 21 (1): 115–117.

Collett, Alice. 2014. “Pāli Vinaya: Reconceptualizing Female Sexuality in Early Buddhism.” In
Women in Early Indian Buddhism: Comparative Textual Studies, edited by Alice Collett, 62–
79. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Collett, Alice. 2016. Lives of Early Buddhist Nuns: Biographies as History. New Delhi: Oxford
University Press.

Foucault, Michel. 1977. Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison. New York: Vintage Books.
Gross, Rita M. 1993. Buddhism after Patriarchy: A Feminist History, Analysis, and Reconstruction

of Buddhism. Albany: State University of New York Press.
Harvey, Peter. 2000. An Introduction to Buddhist Ethics: Foundations, Values, and Issues.

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Hu, Hsiao-Lan. 2011. This-Worldly Nibbana: A Buddhist-Feminist Social Ethic for Peacemaking in

the Global Community. Albany: State University of New York Press.
Jackson, Peter. 1989.Male Homosexuality in Thailand: An Interpretation of Contemporary Sources.

Elmhurst, NY: Global Academic Publishers.
Jackson, Peter. 2004. “The Thai Regime of Images.” Sojourn: Journal of Social Issues in Southeast

Asia 19 (2): 181–218.

432 B. SCHEDNECK



Jackson, Peter, and Gerard Sullivan. 1999. Male and Female Homosexualities in Contemporary
Thailand. Chiang Mai: Silkworm Books.

Keeler, Ward. 2017. The Traffic in Hierarchy: Masculinity and Its Others in Buddhist Burma.
Honolulu, HI: University of Hawaii Press.

Keyes, Charles. 1986. “Ambiguous Gender: Male Initiation in a Northern Thai Buddhist Society.”
In Gender and Religion: On the Complexity of Symbols, edited by Caroline Walker Bynum,
Steven Harrell, and Paula Richman, 66–96. Boston, MA: Beacon Press.

Keyes, Charles F. 1984. “Mother or Mistress but Never a Monk: Buddhist Notions of Female
Gender in Rural Thailand.” American Ethnologist 11 (2): 223–241.

Kirsch, Thomas, A. 1975. “Economy, Polity, and Religion in Thailand.” In Change and Persistence
in Thai Society: Essays in Honor of Lauriston Sharp, edited by George William Skinner,
Lauriston Sharp, and Thomas A. Kirsch, 172–196. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.

Kirsch, Thomas, A. 1985. “Text and Context: Buddhist Sex Roles/Culture of Gender Revisited.”
American Ethnologist 12 (2): 302–320.

Lindberg Falk, Monica. 2007. Making Fields of Merit: Buddhist Female Ascetics and Gendered
Orders in Thailand. Copenhagen: NIAS Press.

Morris, Rosalind. 1994. “Three Sexes and Four Sexualities: Redressing the Discourses on Gender
and Sexuality in Contemporary Thailand.” positions 2 (1): 15–43.

Muecke, Marjorie. 2004. “Female Sexuality in Thai Discourses about Maechii.” Culture, Health, &
Sexuality 6 (3): 221–238.

Mulvey, Laura. 1975. “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema.” Screen 16 (3): 6–18.
Ohnuma, Reiko. 2004. “Gender.” In Encyclopedia of Buddhism, edited by Robert Buswell, 302–306.

New York: MacMillan.
Powers, John. 2009. A Bull of a Man: Images of Masculinity, Sex, and the Body in Indian Buddhism.

Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Seeger, Martin. 2018. Gender and the Path to Awakening: Hidden Histories of Nuns in Modern Thai

Buddhism. Chiang Mai: Silkworm Books.
Tannenbaum, Nicola. 1999. “Buddhism, Prostitution, and Sex: Limits on the Academic Discourse

on Gender in Thailand.” In Genders & Sexualities in Modern Thailand, edited by Peter A.
Jackson, and Nerida M. Cook, 243–260. Chiang Mai: Silkworm Books.

Thanissaro Bhikkhu. 2013. The Buddhist Monastic Code I: The Patimokkha Rules Translated and
Explained. 3rd ed. Valley Center, CA: Metta Forest Monastery.

Threadcraft, Shatema. 2016. “Embodiment.” In The Oxford Handbook of Feminist Theory, edited
by Lisa Disch, and Mary Hawkesworth, 207–226. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Urry, John. 2002. The Tourist Gaze. 2nd ed. London: Sage Publications.
Van Esterik, Penny. 1982. “Laywomen in Theravada Buddhism.” In Women in Southeast Asia,

edited by Penny Van Esterik, 55–78. DeKalb: Center for Southeast Asian Studies, Northern
Illinois University.

Zwilling, Leonard. 1992. “Homosexuality as Seen in Buddhist Texts.” In Buddhism, Sexuality, and
Gender, edited by Jose Cabezon, 203–214. Albany: State University of New York Press.

SOUTH EAST ASIA RESEARCH 433


	Abstract
	The body and sexuality in Buddhism
	Early Buddhism
	Thai Buddhist society

	The Thai Buddhist lay gaze
	The effeminate male monastic body
	Male and female bodies in comparison
	Conclusion
	Acknowledgments
	Disclosure statement
	References


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles false
  /AutoRotatePages /PageByPage
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile ()
  /CalRGBProfile (Adobe RGB \0501998\051)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 524288
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments false
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo false
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings false
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Remove
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.90
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.90
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 300
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects true
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /ENU ()
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [600 600]
  /PageSize [595.245 841.846]
>> setpagedevice


