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It Gets Better: Transgenderism/Transsexualism and
“Thai Theravada Buddhist Beliefs” in Thai Cinema
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Abstract

This paper explores and analyses cinematic portrayals of alternative
genders and sexualities, especially transgenderism/transsexualism or the
kathoey identity, in relation to the beliefs derived from Thai Theravada
Buddhism. It Gets Better (2012) by Thanwarin Sukhaphisit, one of the
latest Thai films with a focus on male sexual minorities, will be studied in
comparison to other Thai films to discuss this particular issue. Thai society
has been ingrained with the Theravada Buddhist belief that people who
have committed sexual misconducts in their previous lives have to be born
homosexuals. Whilst the issues of Buddhism and sexual minorities are
explicitly collided in the film, [t Gets Befter completely ignores this
Theravada Buddhist belief on homosexuality. This potentially leads to the
liberation and celebration of the diversity of alternative genders and
sexualities. However, the film intriguingly poses a paradox by depicting the
kathoey characters with certain negative stereotypes which, on the one

hand, repeats and strengthens the attitude that the kathoey identity is
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shameful. On the other hand, the film’'s portrayal of the kathoeys can be
read as a grotesque characterization that questions the approved and
desirable standards of the Thai heteronormative society. Nevertheless, the
kathoey characters in the film are either dissociated or absent from the
family institution, one of the approved and desirable institutions in the
heteronormative standard. The film further projects such dissociation into
the act of martyrdom, which potentially campaigns for social tolerance and
compassion towards kathoeys. Furthermore, It Gets Befter also points to
the ambiguous interpretations of Buddhism that influence the main
character's decision — the decision that essentially fails to resolve the

problems of her kathoey life.

Keywords: Kathoey identity, Contemporary Thai alternative genders and
sexualities, Thai heteronormativity, Thai Theravada Buddhist

beliefs, and Thai kathoey/gay cinema.
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According to Buddhaghosa, pandakas are full of defiling

passions (ussanakilesa); their lusts are unquenchable
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(avapasantaparilaha); and they are dominated by their
libido (parilahavegabhibhuta) and the desire for lovers just
like prostitutes (vesiya) and coarse young girls
(thulakumarika) (Samantapasadika lll, p.1042). Thus the
pandaka ...was considered in some degree to share the
behaviour and psychological characteristics of the

stereotypical "bad" woman.
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