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ABSTRACT

The aim of this study was to explain the phenomenon of medicine (e.g., hormone, glutathione,
collagen, placenta-based product) use by kathoeis (transgender women) to modify their bodies, within its socio-
cultural context, considering their lived experiences and in order to elucidate the implicit operations of various
gender, sexuality and health ideologies in their medicine use behaviors. Ethnographic methodology was used: The
researcher embedded himself in the social context of a provincial, Central Thai wedding studio where many
kathoeis gathered, for six months beginning in April 2011. Six key informants were chosen among kathoeis with
particularly intense medicine use aimed at body modification. Data collection methods included participant
observation, focus group discussions, and ethnographic interviews. Embedded symbolic meanings of each type of
medicine were analyzed, as were the behaviors and conversations of kathoeis while they were using medicines to
modify their bodies.

Beauty is a key element in the lives of Thai kathoeis. They borrow beauty ideals from mainstream,
biomedical ideologies that emphasize the femininity of body shape, breasts, skin, hair and even vaginas. When
kathoeis don’t have womanlike body capital to begin with, they have to modify their bodies carefully and
continuously to attain and maintain their beauty — as it has been defined for women. Medicines, as one kind of
modern medical technology, conveniently facilitate the implementation of kathoeis’ beauty ideology. Medicines
thus become vehicles of ideology that make the construction of beauty convenient, easy, and fast. Kathoeis then use
this constructed beauty as capital they can exchange for opportunities in their lives — for claiming social space
through increased self-confidence, for economic opportunities, and for opportunities to choose or be chosen as a
romantic partner. Such opportunities are fluid and depend on the context of each kathoei’s life, while “realities”
about beauty and medicines are constantly being reinterpreted on the basis of each kathoei’s life context and
individual, trial-and-error learning experiences. These then form the logic behind kathoeis’ medicine use decisions.
Kathoeis’ medicine use is also a group phenomenon, influenced by power relations between group members and
the operations of capitalism, which incites medicine use so as to extract profit in subtle ways. Thus, an important
element in reducing the health risks and the risk of exploitation kathoeis face is updating societal understandings
about their medicine use aimed at modifying their bodies. Kathoeis also need to be empowered through the
provision of health services and information that truly meet their diverse needs, are truly available and are easy to
understand. In the long term, alternative approaches need to be promoted for kathoeis so that they will be able to
build their sense of self with more diverse ingredients than just beauty, and have the opportunity to openly be
themselves in society — as each of them is or wants to be.
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