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Introduction: Revisiting Gender and Sexuality
Justice in Asia—Bridging Academia
and Activism

How does one negotiate the tensions between the singularity of a universal norm
of social justice and the polyvalent particularities of realizing that principle in
Asian contexts? What does it mean to foreground gender and sexuality as specific
nodes in the theorizing and practice of social justice within a social-political milieu
that insists on other competing variables, e.g. class, caste, ethnicity, religious and
ideological affiliations, etc.? Have concepts such as ‘gender justice’ and ‘sexuality
justice’ adequate legitimacy in an Asian context that would mobilize individual and
collective action towards finding resolutions through contested categories beginning
with individualism versus communitarianism, State versus non-state actors, identity
versus difference, discursive meandering versus political strategies. To what extent
is this a feminist and queer project and a political one at that?
This book brings together a group of innovative scholars on the contemporary
issue of effecting gender and sexuality justice in the context of Asia, consonant with
engendering a just, equitable and sustainable development for all. These grassroots
initiatives are woven through three complementary parts of the book: Gender Justice
in Asia, Sexuality Justice in Asia and Finding Resolutions Through Conflict. The
book foregrounds strategies that aim to call out and challenge existing gender and
sexuality injustices with regard to women and the LGBTIQA+ community. Therefore, this book celebrates diverse and inclusive voices and strategies of gender and
sexual agents of change in envisioning and bringing to fruition a just and transformative society for all. The intentionally multidisciplinary, cross-disciplinary and
interdisciplinary approaches that are embedded in the various chapters position this
book at a unique vantage point. Kimberlé Crenshaw’s (1989) notion of intersectionality powerfully captures the reality that constructions of human subjectivity are
never homogeneous, unilateral or unidimensional. Little wonder therefore that the
productions of genders and sexualities, as well as the vulnerabilities which assail
marginalized communities are birthed from a plethora of interpenetrating causalities, contestations and configurations (Misra and Chandiramani 2005; Warner and
Shields 2013). This book aims to bring these enlightening complexities to the fore.
The point of feminist [and queer] struggle lies at the heart of Gender and Sexuality
Justice in Asia: Finding Resolutions through Conflicts that attempts to address these
broad concerns through its 14 chapters mainly contributed by participants of an
ix
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International conference on Gender and Sexuality in Asia (CoGen 2018) hosted at
Monash University Malaysia, from 12 to 14 November 2018. It is a multidisciplinary
collaborative endeavour encompassing gender and sexuality studies, legal studies,
literature, sociology, international relations, cultural studies, religious studies and
public health with narratives from women and the LGBTIQA+ communities, literary
texts and legal case studies drawn from the Asia-Pacific, Hong Kong, SAR China,
Indonesia, Malaysia, Singapore, Thailand, the Philippines and Vietnam. The parts
that follow mirror the clustering of chapters in three complementary parts: Gender
Justice in Asia, Sexuality Justice in Asia and Finding Resolutions Through Conflict.

Gender Justice in Asia
The conversation begins by briefly tracing the feminist historical roots of a complementary concept of ‘gender justice’ which is ‘gender equality’. Much of the literature on Women’s Studies, even Gender Studies, frame ‘gender equality’ as women’s
rights. Consolidating women’s rights as human rights ensued after two decades of
four United Nations sponsored World Conferences on Women, the final one held
in Beijing, 1995 that resulted in the Platform for Action (and its 25-year review
today), a 12-point priority areas of concern advancing the rights of not only women
but also the girl-child (United Nations 1996). Sexual and reproductive health and
rights (SRHR) that find fuller expression in the Yogyakarta Principles (International
Commission of Jurists 2007) and its 10-year review (YP+10 2017) first circulated
in the Programme of Action resulting from the 1994 International Conference on
Population and Development held in Cairo. The landmark women’s treaty, the 1979
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women
(CEDAW) legally binds nations-states that have ratified the Convention by holding
them accountable on incrementally redressing barriers to women’s rights through
periodic four-year State reports that are complemented by Shadow Reports generated
by non-governmental organizations (NGOs) (United Nations 1979).
The universalization of women’s rights in modernity has largely been a boon
in engendering a ‘transnational feminist activism’ (Basarudin 2016, p. 216) that
has served as a network of solidarity and support for local NGOs, prime examples
in the region being MUSAWAH and Women Living Under Muslim Laws affording
international feminist and Islamic frameworks that complement and affirm that of the
Sisters in Islam’s rights-based and faith-based activism in Malaysia. These networks
are differentiated from the 1970s and 1980s sloganeering of ‘sisterhood is global’ as
it eschews the monolithic positioning of the Third World Woman as poor and pathetic
in need of being rescued by similarly homogenized white, Western feminists of the
First World. Through a critical recognition of the multifaceted, multi-sectoral and
multidimensional nature of gender-based discrimination and sexual and gender-based
violence (SGBV) experienced by women in particular, though not exclusively:
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using interconnected frameworks, working at multiple levels including the institutional and
the subjective, the normative and the descriptive, and considering how goals and practices of
gender equality are translated in the relationship between inter/state and non-state sites may
help development practitioners and researchers use more complex practices and measures for
achieving women’s rights, interconnected equalities and the many facets of gender justice.
(DeJaeghere Parkes and Unterhalter 2013, p. 544)

An inverse of ‘gender equality’ in that regard is ‘gender inequality’ where violence
against women (VAW) had precipitated numerous women’s movements in Asia
and elsewhere given the different and disproportionate effects of VAW and SGBV
experienced. There is today, a
certain consensus in feminist literature about the continuum of gender-based violence: the
idea that violence against women may take different forms and be of a different scale during
periods of conflicts, but that ultimately, such violence is rooted in existing and surviving
gender ideologies and inequalities’. (Boesten and Wilding 2015, p. 75)

The survivors of the ‘continuum of gender-based violence’ importantly demystify
the perception that VAW and SGBV are experienced more greatly and gravely only
in times of conflict as opposed to the everyday that effects ‘an uncomfortable peace at
best, or the continuation of war at home at worst’ (p. 76). In doing so, they enable legal
practitioners to hold accountable, various institutions and institutional processes that
are complicit in recasting and reproducing the violence of systemically upholding
‘normative structures [e.g. biased gender ideologies] that make women “rapable”
and vulnerable to abuse’ (Boesten and Wilding 2015, p. 75). The work involved in
bringing about a necessary shift from ‘retributive justice’—that is inadequate as its
punitive measures serve mainly to redress symptoms, e.g. victims’ grievances—to
‘transformative gender justice’ is akin to a ‘feminist social transformation’ (p. 77)
that calls to question the normalization of structural violence.
The exacerbated violence that occurs in times of war and conflict are neither
underestimated not left unchecked. This is evidenced by, among others, initiatives
to strengthen ‘gender justice’ in the Asia-Pacific through advocating the adoption of
the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court (ICC) that broadens the scope
of what constitutes (sexual) crimes against humanity that mainly target women, i.e.
rape, enforced slavery, forced or coerced prostitution (e.g. comfort women during the
Second World War), and violations of SRHR which includes forced marriage, forced
pregnancy and enforced sterilization (Waller, Palmer and Chappell 2014, pp. 356–
357). Despite the high incidence of SGBV against women in times of conflict, only
a few countries in the Asia-Pacific have ratified the Rome Statute (e.g. Australia,
Bangladesh, Cambodia, the Philippines, the Republic of Korea). Nevertheless, civil
society activism in the form of Women’s Initiatives for Gender and in the AsiaPacific region, the Coalition for the International Criminal Court—with focal points
in Bangladesh, Burma, Cambodia, China, Indonesia, Malaysia, Nepal, the Republic
of Korea, Thailand, the Philippines and Vietnam—have been proactively agitating
for progressive ‘justice mechanism’, e.g. the movement to hold perpetrators of war
crimes against comfort women (i.e. forced prostitution) accountable in the Philippines (p. 366). The ‘normative impact’ of the Rome Statute when ratified cannot be

xii

Introduction: Revisiting Gender and Sexuality Justice in Asia—Bridging …

overstated as it will potentially bring about legal reforms at national jurisdictions
and capacity-building of stakeholders as the ‘ICC gender justice innovations serve
as a model for advancing gender equality and justice’ (p. 367) within a feminist
framework of Women, Peace and Security and international criminal law.
Normalizing ‘gender justice’ is afforded by a third complementary concept—
‘gender mainstreaming’ which is defined as:
Mainstreaming a gender perspective is the process of assessing the implications for women
and men of any planned action, including legislation, policies or programmes, in all areas and
at all levels. It is a strategy for making women’s as well as men’s concerns and experiences an
integral dimension of the design, implementation, monitoring and evaluation of policies and
programmes in all political, economic and societal spheres so that women and men benefit
equally and inequality is not perpetuated. The ultimate goal is to achieve gender equality.
(United Nations 1999, p. 24)

Following the euphoria of the 1995 Fourth World Conference on Women in
Beijing, the General Assembly of the UN that convened to endorse the Beijing
Declaration and Platform for Action that was adopted by the Conference, emphasized the centrality of ‘a gender perspective [that] is reflected in all our policies
and programmes’, essentially ‘gender mainstreaming’ (United Nations 1996, p. 5).
On the upside, this unprecedented global commitment fostered the establishment of
government ministries dedicated to advancing women’s rights as human rights in a
bid to institutionalize good practices in setting up sex-disaggregated data aimed at
informing and formulating gender-sensitive policies and programmes across other
ministries, e.g. Finance, Education (where such inter-sectoral partnerships were
previously non-existent or had little traction), albeit with varying degrees of political
will. The gaps are particularly visible in a government’s self-assessment of its fidelity
to these gender equality principles in its routinized four-year report to the CEDAW
Committee.
On the downside, critiques of ‘gender mainstreaming’ policies and programmes
in retrospect, are justified in calling out its limits. The mushrooming of projects ‘for
the achievement of gender equality and justice were developed only with a view to
“integrating women” in the development process rather than transforming societies
towards more equal social orders’ (Shuib et al. 2016). With structural discrimination
and violence in some cases left intact, in part, as these are often state-sponsored, the
inefficacy in redressing persistent gender inequalities—with States nominally held
accountable—is accentuated in the global fight against poverty. The World Bank’s
Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers that promises a new approach to intersectional
demands of gender and poverty is ‘unlikely to deliver gender justice’, according to
analysts (Schech and Vas Dev 2007, p. 14). The World Bank’s fundamentally ‘integrationist approach’ as an extension of its well-intentioned commitment to ‘gender
mainstreaming’, will inevitably privilege economic growth over and above gender
parity as ‘existing development paradigms … whose ultimate objective is economic
growth as opposed to [gender] equity’ are left largely unchallenged.
Feminists continue to insist on a transformative approach. In contrast, it firstly
recognizes that a ‘feminised concept of poverty’ is potentially disempowering as
unlike a ‘feminisation of poverty’ standpoint that foregrounds the differentiated
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impact of poverty on women and men, the former ‘refers to the assignment of
what have traditionally been considered “feminine” attributes to describe the poor
in general’ (p. 24). Such essentialisms that align women and the poor are not only
reductionist but have led to ‘welfarist’ approaches that characterized much of Women
and Development programmes that were succeeded by more socially transformative
Gender and Development programmes (GAD). GAD programmes were more efficacious in redressing poverty as they shifted ‘the focus to incorporate—and emphasize—the active role of women’s agency’ (Sen 2000, p. 189). At the turn of the
century, feminists assessing the Millennium Development Goals in line with the
10-year review of the Beijing Platform for Action, cemented the ‘interdependence
between global economic justice and gender justice’ (Molyneux and Razavi 2005,
pp. 1003–1004). Treating gender injustice and economic injustice as not only mutually impacting but also equally important, rests on the universalized ethos that human
rights are ‘inalienable, integral and indivisible part of all human rights and fundamental freedoms’ (United Nations 1996, p. 2); the principle of indivisibility dictates
that the right to development as an economic, social and cultural right is not less vital
than civil and political liberties.
And finally, the conversational thread winds its way to the negotiation of universalism and particularities as one considers what it means to talk about and bring
about gender justice in the context of Asia. The editors of Debating Gender Justice
in Asia (Shuib et al. 2016)—a publishable outcome of the second Congress of the
Asian Association of Women’s Studies in 2010, Penang, Malaysia—cogently ask:
Is the struggle for the recognition of identity and difference reconcilable with the aspiration
of justice through social solidarity and respect? How do different political contexts ranging
from democracy to authoritarianism influence the attainment of justice and equality? Within
these contexts, can the state, which is also influenced by multiple elements, be relied on to
fulfil demands for justice and equality?

To what extent and in what ways, in other words, are the gaps between the
rhetoric and practice in bringing the conventions home—in localizing global visions
and globalizing local practices—made apparent in forging an identity politics in
relation to fostering gender justice? In the example cited above, many nation-states
in the Asia-Pacific region have refrained from ratifying the Rome Statute despite its
‘notion of complementarity’ which leaves the ‘ICC as a court of last resort… the
ICC is only able to intervene if it finds a state “unable or unwilling to genuinely
carry out an investigation or prosecution”’ (Waller et al. 2014, p. 362). Aside from
the ‘“wait-and-see’ attitude”’ of countries like Malaysia and Indonesia in observing
the way the ICC engages with nation-states with some suspicion of intrusiveness
(which the ‘notion of complementarity’ is designed to alleviate), there is the age-old
‘“hands-off” attitude’ of ASEAN, the 10-member Association of Southeast Asian
Nations (p. 359) which safeguards state sovereignty to a fault in upholding the
inter-state principle of non-interference even in the face of gender injustice.
The affinity between identity and difference also finds expression in Aihwa Ong’s
‘gender justice as a situated ethics’ (2011, p. 29). She cautions that gender justice and
rights, ‘cannot be unilaterally imposed, but are transmitted and translated through
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negotiations with situated religious and citizenship norms’, precisely to gain ‘social
legitimacy’ (2011, p. 27). She goes on to posit that ‘gender justice’ is less controversial than ‘gender equality’—which is ironic as the former term carries with it
the weight of the rule of law and is more likely to be perceived as more confrontational; in ‘[rubbing] local people (men) the wrong way’ (p. 30). The former thus
has more traction as it is ‘more easily translatable into central beliefs about fairness and compassion’, e.g. justice, reconciliation or forgiveness and nonviolence are
central tenets of key world religions in Southeast Asia, namely, Islam, Christianity
and Buddhism, respectively (p. 30). There is pragmatic wisdom in not privileging
universalism to the point of completely disregarding particularity (this would lead
to ‘moral imperialism’) or privileging particularity to the point of completely disregarding universalism (this would lead to an anything goes ‘moral relativism’), that
is similarly practised by fellow anthropologist, Etsuko Matsuoka (Matsuoka 2007,
p. 55).
The intersecting matrices of ethical values are richly grounded not only in
globally-endorsed human rights conventions and cultures and religions of the postcolonial milieus of Asia but need to be grounded in the lived realities of women
and men. As Naila Kabeer puts it, ‘if liberal arguments for justice are premised on
false universalism, the cultural relativist case rests on an equally false essentialism.
Both accounts need to be historically grounded’ in advancing gender justice in Asia
(2012, p. 230). The thin description of individualism that is merely ‘atomistic’ is
contrasted with a better grounded account hence thicker description of individualism as ‘ethical’ that ‘rests on the equal humanity of all individuals’ (p. 231). This
avoids the pitfall of pitting an individual’s good life against collective wellbeing and
values instead the mutually constitutive eventualities of both states of becoming. In
a similar vein of appreciating the intersecting and interconnected networks, conceptualizing women’s empowerment—‘conceptualized in terms of multidimensional
processes of change rather than some final destination’—entails not only forging
(new or different) pathways but also recognizing that women’s struggles to overcome barriers to gender justice in rural Bangladesh, is ‘path-dependent’ (Kabeer
2011, p. 499). The everyday struggle to negotiate the demands of ‘affiliation’ and
‘autonomy’ lies at the heart of networks of solidarity or ‘communities of practice’
at local, regional and global levels.
Such transnational feminist networks of solidarity are so diverse that they are
today, more decentred and somewhat fragmented. In broadening the scope of what
counts as ‘gender justice’ and who is counting, not just for women and by extension,
trans women (e.g. CEDAW Convention) but everyone particularly, the LGBTIQA+
community as elaborated in the next part, ‘Sexuality Justice in Asia’. The ‘limits of
feminist inclusivity’ become apparent, as:
the contemporary inclusivity of gender justice in India does appear to have opened up a space
for the personal without the political, and the notion that gender equality can be achieved
through gender neutrality with no need to address power, privilege and patriarchy. (Gilbertson
2018, p. 8)
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The context for the quote above is a study on young gender justice workers in postNirbhaya Delhi amid unprecedented anti-rape protests in 2012/2013 following the
high-profile brutal rape and murder of a young medical student (referred to as ‘Nirbhaya’ as it is illegal to publicly name victims of sexual and gender-based violence in
India) in a moving bus. The position articulated exemplifies “a neoliberal feminism
in the Global South” (p. 8) that seems to resonate with post-feminism in the Global
North. The ‘personal is political’ brand of feminism that is now relegated to a bygone
time-space surely named them as they see it: ‘power, privilege and patriarchy’. To
what extent is this a feminist and queer project and a political one at that—posited
at the outset—is perhaps best responded to by Nancy Fraser, who in navigating the
‘false antithesis’ of both Seyla Benhabib and Judith Butler’s standpoints on questions
related to subjectivity and agency, in departing from a ‘zero-sum game’, enquires if
‘we construct practices, institutions, and forms of life in which the empowerment
of some does not entail the disempowerment of others? If not, what is the point of
feminist struggle?’ (1997, p. 371).

Sexuality Justice in Asia
Sexuality, as Jeffrey Weeks ‘argue[s], is ‘a “fictional unity”, that once did not exist,
and at some time in the future may not exist again’ (2003, p. 6). This perspective
highlights the notion that sexuality should not be read as a natural modality, but
the effects of socio-cultural and historical production which are fluid, unstable and
evolving. Yet sexuality is more than mere discursive construction as it ‘has come to
define a relationship with the self and with others, one’s very humanity’ (Weeks 2010,
p. 17). While ‘sexuality is culturally mediated’ (Zhang and Kaufman 2005, p. 115),
it is deeply experienced and embodied by human beings in various configurations.
The living out of sexuality is monitored, regulated, liberated and articulated
according to ‘moral treatises, laws, educational practices, psychological theories,
medical definitions, social rituals, pornographic or romantic fictions, popular music,
as well as commonsense assumptions’ (Weeks 2003, p. 7). In many Asian countries, legal, ethnic, class, cultural and religious/philosophical sensibilities have farreaching influences on the conceptualizations of sexuality. Curtailments of sexual
and gendered lives have in turn galvanized the proliferation and rigour of personal
and organized resistance. Hence, sexuality is anything but a mere organic feature and
practice of humanity that is unaffected by external intervention.
Karl Heinrich Ulrichs, Richard von Krafft-Ebing, Wilhelm Stekel, Willem Reich,
Havelock Ellis, Magnus Hirschfeld, Jacques Lacan, Sigmund Freud, Bronisław Malinowski, Alfred Kinsey and Michel Foucault may be considered as some of the most
influential thinkers on human sexuality in the history of the Western world. They
were mostly concerned with ideas of sexual difference, and the alleged anomalies
that assailed normative orders of gender and sexuality. Arguably, the focus of such
purported perversions was male same-sex attraction. Foucault argues that attention
to homosexual practices in the past gradually evolved into scrutinies of taxonomized
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homosexual persons, a sharply defined category of sexuality that ‘was transposed
from the practice of sodomy onto a kind of interior androgyny, a hermaphrodism of
the soul [whereby] a temporary aberration … was now a species’ (1990, p. 43).
Although valid criticisms have been levelled against Foucault’s white, middleclass, Western and androcentric take on the historical development of sexuality
(Phelan 1990), the principal point we wish to highlight at this juncture is the gradual
shift to postmodern sexual ‘personhoods’ and ‘selves’ which gave rise to systematic
studies on sexuality, such as Vivienne C. Cass’ (1979) now classic six-stage model
of homosexual identity formation. Such studies also paved the way for the politics
of sexual identity, which often translate more visibly into lesbian, gay, bisexual and
transgender (LGBT) activism in varying levels.
Jonathan Ned Katz, Richard Dyer, Judith Butler, Josephine Ho, Monica Wittig
and Adrienne Rich are among a host of scholars who dismantle the normalcy of
heterosexuality, or more aptly, heteronormativity: ‘the institutions, structures of
understanding, and practical orientations that make heterosexuality seem not only
coherent—that is, organized as a sexuality—but also privileged’ (Berlant and Warner
1998, p. 548). Heteronormativity valorises dyadic, sexually-monogamous, longterm, deeply loving, officially sanctioned commitments with ‘vanilla sex’ (Elia 2003,
p. 67) practices for reproductive aims. As affirmed by Lauren Berlant and Michael
Warner, heteronormativity constitutes ‘a constellation of practices that everywhere
disperses heterosexual privilege as a tacit but central organizing index of social
membership’ (1998, p. 555).
Sexual identities, alongside gender identities, gender expressions and sex characteristics are indispensable for human rights discourses (Corrêa et al. 2008; Waites
2009). The United Nations’ Universal Declaration of Human Rights asserts that:
All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights [and that] everyone is entitled
to all the rights and freedoms set forth in this Declaration, without distinction of any kind,
such as race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social
origin, property, birth or other status. (United Nations 1948, arts. 1–2)

Closer to home, the ASEAN SOGIE Caucus (2016), ‘a network of human rights
activists from Southeast Asia … works for the promotion and protection of the
human rights of all persons regardless of SOGIESC (sexual orientation, gender
identity, gender expression and sex characteristics) in the Southeast Asian region’.
Dédé Oetomo (Indonesia), Pang Khee Teik (Malaysia), Alex Au (Singapore), Dindy
Tan (Philippines), Akkai Padmashali (India), Rosanna Flamer-Caldera (Sri Lanka),
Denise Ho (Hong Kong) and Gao Xiaoxian (China) are considered as frontliners
of gender and sexuality justice in Asia. This list is hardly exhaustive. The aforementioned Yogyakarta Principles have proven to be crucial for ‘the entrenchment of
sexual minorities as an at-risk group protected by human rights’ (Thoreson 2009,
p. 324), based on more stable categories of gender and sexual identity. In this respect,
there is a recognition that ‘subjectivity necessarily has a sexual dimension, and that
sexuality is first and foremost intrinsically located in the subject, or more specifically
in the subject’s body, although of course not only there’ (Sabsay 2016, p. 1).
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Queer theory, responsible for disrupting the predication of gender on anatomy,
the presumption of a heteronormative gender-sexuality-sex alignment and the uncontested acceptance of a heterosexual/homosexual binary (Butler 1999; Sedgwick 2008;
Warner 1993), has been accused of dismissing the identity and materiality of gendered
and sexual bodies (Callis 2009; Feldman 2009; Green 2002), particular transgender
and non-binary subjects (Hines 2006; Namaste 2009). This situation owes its genesis
in no small part to Butler’s disavowal of an embodiment that is a priori to the conceptualization and appropriation of gender, and that the reiterations of socio-culturally
signifiers are responsible for the production of the ‘naturalness’ of gender—and by
extension, sexuality.
Queer theory has, however, proved itself powerless to immobilize or abolish sexual
identities. There is an increasing use of ‘queer’ itself as a sexual self-descriptor that
assures a ‘stable, knowable subject’ (Green 2007, p. 29), and the retention of ‘gay’
by as identities of men-loving-men over ‘queer’ (Adam 2000). The prevalence of
‘coming out’ (Baker 2016; Li and Orleans 2001) or the act of disclosing the proclivity
of one’s sexual desire publicly or to a select few, and ‘coming home’, ‘going home’
and ‘coming with’ or complex negotiations of self-disclosure that embrace rather
than eschew cultural sensibilities (Huang and Brouwer 2018; Tan 2011) also attest
to the enduring appeal and potency of sexual identities.
We feel it important to note that queer theory has made significant contributions to sexuality studies by showcasing the lived experiences of those who
do not conform to more predictable categories of ‘LGBT’. Annamarie Jagose
observes that ‘queer has been associated most prominently with lesbian and
gay subjects, but its analytic framework also includes such topics as crossdressing, hermaphroditism, gender ambiguity and gender-corrective surgery’
(1996, p. 3). ‘Bondage-discipline/Dominance-submission/sadomasochism (BDSM)’
(Graham et al. 2015, p. 1) has also been identified as a sexual activity ‘between people
of all ages, ethnic backgrounds, classes, occupations, body types, and sexes/genders
[and] is not a specifically gay or lesbian phenomenon’ (Sullivan 2003, p. 153).
In other words, queer theory exposes the myriad incarnations of sexual embodiment that lie beyond respectably lesbian and gay categories. John Nguyet Erni (2003)
rightly points out however, that such Western-groomed categories are inevitably
confronted with, and challenged by local contexts, embodiments and epistemologies
that necessarily reimagine and recast the meanings and circulations of such categories. Sexuality is undoubtedly contingent on the spatialities and temporalities that
envelop and steer its production.
The notion of sexuality justice in this volume deals fundamentally with diverse
operations of social justice that seek to confront and address attitudes and actions
which communicate harassment, discrimination, exclusion and violence towards
individuals and communities whose gender and sexual identities are incongruent with
normative expectations, and thus disqualify them from access to national resources
(Boellstorff 2004; Suryakusuma 1996). Such individuals and communities often find
themselves subjected to ‘abjection [or] the dynamic of subjective impossibility for
those whose gender and sexual configurations fall outside the realm of “normalcy”’
(Goh and Kananatu 2019, p. 115).
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In such operations, the language of rights based on solid identity categories is often
deployed (Laurent 2005; Offord and Cantrell 2001; Zhang and Kaufman 2005). For
those engaged in sexuality justice, ‘to assert the value of LGBT identities and ways of
lives, in all their invented modalities, is to express that developing sense of outrage,
to exchange existing realities, and to show that there are many different ways of
being sexual—and of being human’ (Weeks 2010, p. 17).
Matters of globalization and migration figure largely in sexuality justice. The
proliferation of contemporary Western-styled identities have eclipsed, overtaken and
in some cases, even replaced indigenous gender and sexual identities (Altman 2001;
Benedicto 2008a; Manalansan IV 2003). Such efforts gesture towards a desire to
participate in global discourses of sexuality rights through the sharing of recognizable
language, identities and concerns. Nevertheless, the continual circulation of local
identities such as bakla, tom, dee, kathoey and waria (Garcia 2008; Jackson 2000;
Rodriguez 2019; Sinnott 2004) in tandem with contemporary identities is also an act
of reclaiming justice through recourse to autochthonous subjectivities.
Justice is potent as a framework within which intersecting issues of sexuality,
migration and LGBT identities are discussed (Córdova Quero et al. 2014). Additionally, as the dynamics of culture and urbanization play out unevenly in sexuality, they
give rise to a range of intellectual thought on intersecting issues of race, ethnicity,
class, belonging, mobility and space (Benedicto 2008b; Chou 2001; Garcia 2008;
Yu 2019). The rights of LGBT and straight youth and children to pleasure (Allen
2012; Angelides 2004; Horton 2014), and issues of ageing (Kong 2012) as frequently
overlooked issues are also gaining increasing visibility.
Other cultural mechanisms and artefacts that continue to be widely debated in
relation to sexuality justice are marriage and family (Oswald 2002; Weeks, Heaphy
and Donovan 2001). In this regard, human rights activists have made significant
strides in recent history, namely the decriminalization of homosexuality and securing
the right to same-sex marriages. India’s Supreme Court ruled in 2018 that anal and
oral sex—often used to penalize people who engage in same-sex sexual behaviour—
were no longer illegal (BBC News 2018). In the same year, Hong Kong decided that
it would
favourably consider an application from a person who has entered into ‘a same-sex civil
partnership, same-sex civil union, same-sex marriage, or opposite-sex civil partnership or
opposite-sex civil union outside Hong Kong’ for entry for residence as a dependant, if the
person meets the normal immigration requirements (Ng 2018)

In 2019, Taiwan became the first Asian country to legalize same-sex marriages
(Wang 2019). Josephine Ho is convinced that ‘academic queer studies did work
to promote a more tolerant attitude towards LGBT’ that greatly contributed to
‘promoting gay awareness’ and the attainment of marriage equality in Taiwan (quoted
in Lau 2019).
As is evident from these examples, citizenship and nationalism are salient features
in sexuality justice. A valid performance of national belonging is invariably measured
by the yardstick of heteronormativity. These performances of ‘intimate citizenship’
(Plummer 2001), or negotiations of the numerous layers of sexual lives in society are
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complex negotiations between the personal and the political (Cossman 2002; Hanisch
1969; Yue and Zubillaga-Pow 2012). Such processes are rendered an additional layer
of complexity when concerns of sexual health—notably HIV—are involved (Colby
et al. 2004).
LGBT subjects are often condemned and excluded from religious membership
on the grounds of doctrine, theology, philosophy, jurisprudence and morality. Some
are consigned to the peripheries of acceptance with conditions. This situation is
exacerbated when it interlaces with matters of sexual health, such as the ascription
of HIV to divine penalty. Some poignant responses to this situation include the
naming of such exclusions as unjust, and the formulation of personalized notions
of spirituality and ethics that are informed by and thus premised on lived realities
(Alexander and Yescavage 2010; Bong 2020, 2011; Longchar 2011; Shah 2018).
Other important responses include the interrogation and dismantling of religious
hierarchies (Goh et al. 2019; Ichwan 2014; Siew 2015; Yip with Khalid 2010) and
religiously related LGBT activism (Kane 2013).

Overview
The chapters in this anthology depict the stories of inequalities, discrimination,
vulnerabilities, resistance, empowerment and activism among gender and sexual
minorities/groups based in the Asia-Pacific region.
Part I, on Gender Justice in Asia provides engaging insights on the effect of
Indonesia’s development policy on women; the ‘hijabi’ phenomenon among Malay
Muslim in the Malaysian social media; women’s rights activism in the context of
Balinese laws and customs in Indonesia; the portrayal of sexuality in fiction in the
Thai context; and the predicament of non-Muslim women in custodial battles in
the Malaysian courts. Nadiah Ahmad in Chap. 1, titled ‘Gender Inequality, Mainstreaming Strategies and Perpetual Liminalities’, uses Turner’s theory of liminality
in order to determine the impact of Indonesia’s community development programme
and gender policies. She finds that narrowly defined gender equality policies that
are viewed purely in terms of economics have failed to achieve positive changes in
gender relations.
Chapter 2, ‘Hail Hijabis: Celebrification of Influencers by Postmodern MalayMuslim Women in Malaysia’ is written by Nurzihan Hassim and Siti Mazidah
Mohamad and explores the phenomenon of ‘hijabistas’ in a multicultural and multireligious context. Nurzihan and Siti Mazidah find that Malay-Muslim women who
are social media influencers have used the social media platform in linking religious
modesty and fashion. Yogi Paramitha Dewi in Chapter 3, titled ‘Gendering Adat
Law: Women’s Rights Activists in Balinese Customary Affairs’, analyses the rights
of Balinese women in the context of patriarchal Adat or customary laws. Yogi argues
that due to discrimination and the lack of rights in terms of inheritance, marriage and
divorce, Balinese women have resorted to advocacy and rights-based activism at the
provincial level.
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In Chapter 4, ‘Sexuality as Struggle: Michel Houellebecq and the South East
Asian Sex Trade’, Klem James analyses the fictional work of Houellebecq in
assessing the proliferation of the sex trade in Thailand. Using a Marxist lens, James
finds that both the Western affluent male (the client) and the East Asian impoverished female (the prostitute) are both victims of economic and sexual exploitation.
Chap. 5, ‘Hindu Mothers and Muslim-Convert Fathers: Custody Battles at the Intersection of Gender, Religion and Rights in Malaysia’ by Thaatchaayini Kananatu and
Juliana French, explores child custody cases that involve non-Muslim wives/mothers
and husband/fathers who convert to Islam post-marriage. Using Mitnick’s groupdifferentiated rights theory (2006), they find that the aggrieved non-Muslim mother
is legally discriminated.
Part II, on Sexuality Justice in Asia encapsulates the diverse experiences of
Filipino gay men, young LGBTs in rural Vietnam, masculine-identified lesbians
in Singapore, queer women diplomats in Australia, female-to-male transgender
persons in Malaysia, and the Christian youth community in Indonesia. Chapter 6,
titled ‘Constructing the (Homo)Sexual Self: Positioning in the Sexual Narratives
of Filipino Gay Men’ by Christian Go, explores two diverse and opposing narratives: the coming out narrative and the narrative of assimilation. In the coming
out narrative, Filipino gay men in Metro Manila experience sexual liberation and
empowerment, but in the assimilation narrative, they move towards normalcy. Yen
Hoang Ha’s ‘The Experience of Young LGBT People in Rural Vietnam’ (Chap. 7)
provides a rare insight into the lives of rural LGBT persons in Vietnam, exploring
the general perceptions of LGBT in rural settings, and the ensuing discriminatory
treatment of sexual minorities. The study undertaken depicts notions of sexuality
by both the ‘outsider’ and the LGBT persons, before embarking on a journey to
the urban. Laura E. Wong in Chapter 8, titled, ‘Beyond “Butch”: The Fluidity of
Embodiment by Masculine-Identified Lesbians in Singapore’, examines the sexual
subjectivities of masculine-identified lesbians. She finds that analysing the processes
of embodiment (i.e. notions of masculinity and femininity) unravels the fluidity, flexibility and variability of masculine-identified lesbians in the Singaporean context. In
Chap. 9, titled ‘Queer Women, Diplomacy and Security: A Case Study of Australian
Leaders Deployed in the Asia Pacific’, Elise Stephenson explores the queer voice
in the heteronormative arena of diplomacy and security. Using feminist and queer
theories, Stephenson finds that queer women diplomats face marginalization and
discrimination due to both their gender and sexuality. Chapter 10, ‘The Power of
Transformation and Transforming Power: A Malaysian Female-to-Male Transgender
Person’s Narrative’ by Sharon A. Bong uses grounded theory to investigate the power
of transformation of ‘Adam’—a radical lesbian feminist, female-to-male transgender
and bisexual person. Adam’s transformation and narrative is analysed in the context of
heteronormativity and a culturally pluralistic nation. Teguh Wijaya Mulya’s Chap. 11,
‘Indonesian Christian Young People Resisting the Dominant Discourses of Men
as Desiring/Dangerous and Women as Non-sexual/Vulnerable’ analyses the binary
positioning of men (desiring/dangerous) and women (non-sexual/vulnerable) as a
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constraint on women’s sexual agency. Wijaya Mulya presents four stories of Indonesian Christian youth which show resistance to this binary constitution of men and
women in the context of intimate partner sexual violence.
Part III, Finding Resolutions Through Conflict situates and examines
gender/sexual agents of change in contemporary Hong Kong, the religious experiences of LGBTIQ/PLHIV in the Philippines, and the legal contentions of LBTQ
equality and marriage laws in Thailand. Wong Wai Ching Angela in Chap. 12,
titled ‘Fractured Social, Multiple Subjects: Reconceiving a Gender/Sexual Agent
of Change’, examines the tensions and conflicts between the gender and sexuality
movements in Hong Kong. Wong opens the discussion for a negotiated shared platform, where the two movements may locate the opportunity to jointly exercise the
agency of change.
Chapter 13, ‘Looking Queerly Through the Heart: Towards a Southeast Asian
Praxis of Doing Church with LGBTIQ/PLHIV’ by Joseph N. Goh, is an indepth investigation into the denunciation of LGBTIQ and People Living with HIV
by Southeast Asian Christian churches. Goh constructs a Southeast Asian socioecclesiological praxis which seeks to encourage churches to be radically inclusive and embrace diversity. Douglas Sanders in Chapter 14 in this anthology, titled
‘LGBT Equality and Thai Marriage’, explores the development of legalizing samesex marriages in Thailand, against the backdrop of international and universal human
rights principles—equality and non-discrimination. From a proposed 2012 system
of registration in to a 2018 cabinet approval for civil unions, the legalization of
same-sex-marriages is yet to be realized.
Sharon A. Bong
Joseph N. Goh
Thaatchaayini Kananatu
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Part I

Gender Justice in Asia

Chapter 1

Gender Inequality, Mainstreaming
Strategies and Perpetual Liminalities
Nadiah Ahmad

Introduction
In the wake of the Asian economic crisis, international financial institutions stepped
into rescue one of the biggest upcoming democracies and economies in Southeast
Asia, Indonesia. The country was to be saved through a medley of austerity measures,
structural reforms, loans and development programmes (MacIntyre 1998). Part of this
effort was to relinquish old ways of the New Order regime, whose leaders controlled
almost all facets of society, economy and politics.
For rural community development, facilitating institutions provided the structures, access and opportunities to increase capacity of local governance and reduce
poverty, while villagers were tasked to directly participate in infrastructural, social
and financial activities. Included in these programmes were gender mainstreaming
(GM) strategies, which encouraged the consideration of gender into planned actions,
including legislation, policy, and, in this instance, community development processes
(OSAGI 2001). This was to ensure the differences between women and men
were included, and rectified where there existed inequalities of opportunities and
rights. Essentially, gender mainstreaming was a way to produce more gender
equal outcomes. In the context of Indonesian rural community development, GM
strategies were specifically implemented to remedy the unequal distribution of
income and wealth between men and women, as well as the unequal representation of women in public decision-making processes (Guggenheim et al. 2004;
Azerbaijani-Moghaddam 2014; Voss 2008).
However, through my research, I contend that aligning economic and representation issues as specific gendered problems in rural communities during the start of the
crisis, has led to lacklustre outcomes in the pursuit for gender equality. In the villages
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of Jabung and Purwosekar, located 20 km away from the East Java city of Malang, I
conducted a case study comparison of villagers’ experiences with community development programmes to uncover the impact of gender mainstreaming. Through indepth interviews, I spoke with rural women, to ascertain the extent of empowerment
these programmes have provided for them, based on parameters of change I conceptualized using core aspects of gender equality. I spoke to rural men to uncover some
of their thoughts on these strategies that essentially excluded them. I also queried
about men and women’s attitudes on the different gender dynamics required by
these programmes, and whether these strategies affected their attitudes on gender in
everyday life. Through applying liminality, I demonstrate that the solutions conceived
from understanding issues in specific economically driven lines, have left many men
and women in Indonesia stuck with unresolved historical-political complications,
which subsequently hold them back from becoming more equal.

Liminality and Studying Policy Impact
Liminality has mainly been applied in anthropology to explain the ‘exact nature of the
conditions of which a new phenomenon emerges’ (Szakolczai 2015, p. 14). Focusing
on moments of transitions for individuals, or rites of passage, liminality is especially
illuminating because of its focus on the sequential orders of these passages, to better
understand what people experience and why.
This sequential order is generally broken down into three phases. The first phase
starts with a separation or ‘break with previous practices and routines’, which can
also be referred to as the ‘death’; second phase, or the ‘birth’, involves the ‘removal
of previously taken-for-granted forms and limits’, and the creation of new ones
(Szakolczai 2015, p. 18). The ‘birth’ has also been referred to as the “liminal period”,
whereby individuals symbolically and literally transition (Thomassen 2015, p. 43).
At this stage, transitions can be simultaneously experienced on personal and collective levels; in other words, as an individual transitions within this period, his/her
relationship with the community, as well as the community’s understanding of the
individual are concurrently altered (ibid.). This part of the passage can be particularly
pertinent to understand how people react and alter as they are ‘moved to the limit’,
when they try to ‘prove themselves’ through trial and error (Szakolczai 2015, p. 18).
In situations in which individuals fail to ‘move’ entirely across the phase, there lies
the issue of ‘transition …as a permanent condition’, that is, individuals become stuck
(Thomassen 2015, p. 48).
If they are able to move along, individuals would reach the last phase, known
as “reaggregation”, when “the initiand becomes a new person” (Szakolczai 2015,
p. 18). While transitioning, individuals are deemed to be “delicate, uncertain and
malleable”, after they emerge from the process as anew, embodying the new practices,
norms and limits that have been learnt and internalized experientially (ibid.). These
phases can be applied to phenomena in communities, or even whole societies, and is
gaining traction in fields outside of anthropology, like in international relations (IR)
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(Malksoo 2012; Griffin 2017). Liminality allows for IR practitioners and academics
to reassess progress and outcomes that are seen to be predictable but instead, result
in communities in stagnation after policy implementation; it encourages a focus on
reassessing policy impact, and the deviations that occur when communities are at
the verge of becoming anew. In this article, applying the theory would allow me
to review outcomes by ‘considering the peculiarities of the results… as a point of
departure’; taking into account that outcomes do not entirely ‘summarize, mirror or
encompass the processes that produce them’ (Dorby 2015, p. 96). Instead, I would
also pay attention to ‘what critical events and processes are made of’, thinking more in
depth about the ‘systems of constraints …that impose themselves on the perceptions,
anticipations, calculations and practices of actors who act in the “event”’ (p. 98).
In other words, there are other constraints, or factors, that affect transitions and the
eventual formation of a new ‘person’, community, or society. The laser focus on one
‘death’ in time, which then initiates the ‘birth’ of new norms and practices, disregards
the myriad of other underlying conditioning factors that may or may not have also
‘died’ at the start of the transitional period. With liminality, I endeavour to reveal these
other ‘systems of constraints’ to provide a fuller understanding of the rites of passage
experienced by particular communities during their transition towards becoming
more gender equal. This theoretical application on the study of policy impact can
succinctly provide different ways to explain moments of transition communities’
experience, after policy implementation. The ‘break’ in which communities undergo
comes in the form of newly imposed gender equality policy strategies that require
community members to re-evaluate their business-as-usual practices, and reform
their daily social, economic and political lives to adapt to policy expectations. In the
process of achieving gender equality, applying liminality can provide explanations
to the variation in success and limits that occur as communities move across this
particular period of transition.

A ‘Death’ of What Was
The ‘death’ in which Indonesians collectively felt was symbolized by the fall of
Suharto as their President in 1998, and his New Order regime that had lasted
since 1966. Just prior to his resignation, Indonesia was experiencing a tumultuous
economic crisis that saw its currency devalue, coupled with a decrease in foreign
investments and local firms suspending projects or shutting down, leaving millions
of Indonesians out of work (Foreign Policy Bulletin 1998). This period was mired
with disillusionment, as millions of Indonesians displayed their grievances against
the government in street protests (ibid.). The death of the New Order came with it an
opportunity to wipe the slate clean and ungrip Suharto’s hands from the nation’s crippling economy, to make economic development a community driven responsibility,
inasmuch as it was a central government concern. Many believed that the overlying
issue was not the macroeconomic planning per se, but the people in power, who could
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not keep up with the rising issues related the mismanagement of resource allocation
that significantly benefitted Suharto and his subordinates (MacIntyre 1998).
Before the crisis, Suharto heavily influenced all relevant state processes and had
the utmost authority to decide on how the state was run. With regard to the economy,
Suharto was said to have applied heavy regulations and monopolies over national
resources as well as financial institutions; it led to a positive rise in Indonesian
economic development, providing him with some clout locally and internationally
(Liddle 1983). To further legitimize his position, Suharto adopted the Pancasila,
principles which purportedly embodied the nation’s identity: ‘belief in one God,
humanitarianism, national unity, consensual democracy and social justice’ (Weatherbee 1985, p. 133). The relative ambiguity of the Pancasila meant that it could
be adapted to enforce Suharto’s bad practices, under the pretence of ensuring the
continued expression of ‘unity of purpose of the Indonesian people’” (p. 134). In
reality, strategies of coercion, co-optation and legitimation were deployed in various
areas of economic and social sectors, stifling political opposition through sanctions, suppressing segments of polities through co-optation and dispersing military
personnel in several non-military sectors to reinforce legitimacy (Liddle 1983).
Through this doctrine, Suharto also emphasized on the family unit as primary in
ensuring state stability, through dictating the separate and distinct gendered roles in
which men and women had to play as husband, wife, father and mother (Kandiyoti
1988). This can be seen as a co-optation of long held cultural and religious understandings about gender relations, roles and responsibilities. These specific gendered
definitions were extended to reflect in state machinations—the government became
the symbol of masculinity, reverberating ‘strong paternalistic strains marked by deference to power and authority’ (Suryakusuma 1991, p. 95). Women became the symbol
of the home as they were glorified for their roles as primary caregiver and educator
in the home, a “submissive wife and devoted mother” (Wieringa 2003, p. 72).
During this time, the government went as far as to introduce a mass women’s
organization, known as Pembangunan Kesejahteraan Keluarga (Development of
Family Welfare or PKK) with an objective “to construct an image of womanhood”
through a set of principles called Panca Dharma Wanita (Wieringa 1992, p. 103).
Its objectives further fortified women’s roles at home, as exemplified in its tenets—
‘to be loyal companions of their husbands, to procreate for the nation, to educate
and guide their children, to regulate the household and … to be a useful member
of society’ (p. 110). Programmes were tailored specifically to women’s work, like
sewing and cooking workshop to further entrench the position and roles of women
at home, essentially reiterating women’s femininity in her activities (ibid.).
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The World Bank, Community Development and Gender
Equality
Over time, the economy began to falter under Suharto’s leadership because of extensive rent-seeking and cronyism; the financial sector began to lose faith in his leadership style, while Indonesians began to question the uneven distribution in economic
growth and felt increasingly restlessness from the state stifling social and political activities (Guggenheim et al. 2004). During this time, external institutions like
the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Bank and the Asian Development Bank (ADB) provided loans and structural programmes, to reduce the negative
impact of Suharto’s macroeconomic policies (Foreign Policy Bulletin 1998).
Aside from these measures, the World Bank implemented community development programmes in rural areas. An initiative, known as the Kecamatan Development
Program (KDP), began as a pilot project in 25 villages in 1998, which then spread to
more than 28,000 by 2003 (ibid.). The goals were twofold: to alleviate poverty and
to increase the capacity of local governance (Edstrom 2002). Community members
were required to actively participate in community development proposal, implementation and monitoring processes for infrastructural and social projects. Gender
mainstreaming strategies, with goals of achieving gender equality, were embedded in
these programmes, requiring participants to consider gender and gendered problems,
when drawing up proposals and running activities (Azarbaijani-Moghaddam 2014).
Practically speaking, programmes stipulated seat quotas for women to participate
in community decision-making meetings, and quotas for female-driven proposals
(ibid.). Targeted programmes for women, like microcredit loans, were also provided
as an additional means of empowering them economically (Voss 2008).
This development pivot towards female empowerment came at a time of a global
awakening to the injustice and inequalities faced by women, particularly those in the
Global South. The United Nations Beijing Declaration and Platform of Action was
signed only three years earlier, in 1995, in which the goal was to ensure “equality,
development and peace” (Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action 1995, p. 8).
The inclusion of gender equality into overall development goals and processes can
be viewed as a welcome progress for social justice. The Declaration adopted a more
‘gendered lens’ by noting the unique issues faced by women, like the violence they
experienced, and their relative lack of access to education, decision-making positions
and healthcare services. The document, however, was problematic in insisting that
gender equality was significantly tied to ‘economic growth’, ‘poverty’, ‘macro- and
micro- economic policies’, ensuring women become ‘contributors to economy’, and
producing ‘female income’ (pp. 9–11).
Rather simplistically, gender equality was reduced to eradicating women’s poverty
for ‘sustained economic growth, social development, environmental protection and
social justice’ (Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action 1995, p. 9). It also
acknowledged the importance of ‘trade liberalization and access to open, dynamic
markets’ in providing opportunities for women to participate in employment and
consumption (p. 21). This bias was reinforced in the World Bank’s 2012 development
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report, called Gender Equality and Development, which packaged achieving gender
equality as ‘smart economics’. In the document, World Bank policy makers expressed
their views on gender equality as ‘intrinsically valuable’, ‘enhancing economic efficiency’ and ‘contributing to broader economic development outcomes’, in which
women were ‘a fundamental source of growth’ and worthy investments for global
and national economies (p. 950).

The ‘Birth’ of New Values, Behaviours and Practices
In Indonesia, it should not come as a surprise then, that gender mainstreaming
strategies in community development programmes were financially or economically
driven. As the crisis was diagnosed as a problem of economic mismanagement and
development was biased towards economic development, the solutions should be in
line with this logic. This environment provided an opportunity for external players
to promote new sets of practices, norms and activities that would ‘shape desires and
act on actions, setting conditions so that people would behave as they ought’ more
attuned to this rationale (Li 2007, p. 231).
Before the crisis, behaviours, values and activities of the periphery—populations
and local governments in regions outside Jakarta and Central Java—were closely
regulated through consistent requests to compromise, sacrifice and contribute in the
name of unity and stability of the centre (Dove & Kammen 2001). The norm was not
to question the centre, even in the context of community development, because the
centre knew best; if ever the periphery was to voice concern, it was not because the
centre did not hear them, but it was because those in the periphery did not heed the
words of the centre to begin with (ibid.).
As Indonesians grappled with the confusion and insecurities during this period
of crisis, old ideologies were slowly being replaced with new ones. Unlike before,
individuals and communities in the periphery were now asked to think of themselves,
to seek opportunities and to demand more from the government—the centre that
once told them to agree in silence. While before the crisis, Indonesians were guided
by the values of Pancasila, the definitions of individual and community relations,
behaviours and desires in this transitory period were reset, to match with the values
of ‘market citizenship …where the rights and obligations of citizens in relation to the
state are fundamentally conditioned by market imperatives’ (Carroll 2009, p. 450).
In the way community development was implemented, practices became desensitized, depoliticized, and mechanical so as to not appear controversial or biased, but
appropriate in the economic and political context of the time (Li 2007). Programmes
educated communities on how to compete for money, and gave authority to individuals to demand accountability and transparency from their government. In the same
light, GM strategies were purposefully included to groom women to be better market
participants, as they were conceived as both the victims of economic disparities but
also the solution to their own problems (Chant 2016).

1 Gender Inequality, Mainstreaming Strategies …

9

A Case Study on Attitudes
The strategy of achieving gender equality became a smokescreen for other, economically driven goals international institutions hoped to achieve. To illustrate this further,
I use my case study results to show that while women, and in some ways men, had
benefitted from gender mainstreaming strategies, there were also significant limitations. By assessing the progress of gender equality through parameters of change
(POCs), the results revealed that the substantive goal of transforming societies to
become more gender equal failed, as attitudes towards gender equality did not change
inasmuch as they should since the implementation of community driven programmes
in 1998.
The parameters of change were based on Gerson and Peiss (1985) work on reconceptualizing gender relations. They were broken down into three core aspects related
to gender equality. These were the overcoming of economic, civil and political
boundaries; ability to negotiate for monetary resources, as well as non-monetary
ones like time and choice of work; and gender consciousness. In particular, gender
consciousness involved charting attitudes on gender equality across a continuum,
between being uncritically aware and unquestioning of gender definitions, roles and
responsibilities prescribed by cultural and religious understandings (gender aware)
(p. 325); being more critically aware of gender construction and the consideration of
gendered rights and obligations (male/female consciousness) (ibid.); and being aware
of gender, its construction and manifestations, but also taking action in repairing
discrepancies (feminist/antifeminist consciousness) (p. 326).
My data showed that in all parameters of change, there were marginal successes
to GM strategies, with significant limitations to them as well. These limitations
proved that gender mainstreaming, incorporated into an overall development initiatives, lacked the transformative quality advocated in declarations. In general, I argue
this failure was partly derived from what can be perceived as a conceptual procedural
flaw. Although these strategies insisted upon direct participation to assure community development, the definitions, processes and outcomes were instead tailored by
facilitators or policymakers, rather than community members themselves. What was
considered a resource, what participatory meant, who partook, rules, regulations
and the number of committees were based on externally defined specifications. Ultimately, the initiative partly lacked context-based substance because what was considered ‘success’, was based on external understandings rather than internally derived
ones.
When relating to boundaries, gender equality was only notably successful in
increasing women’s access to economic processes and resources, to assist in alleviating poverty. Women have purported some degree of economic prosperity. Ibu R
from Jabung recalled her dire economic situation prior to accepting a small loan from
the Program Simpan Pinjam Perempuan (SPP), or loosely translated as Women’s
Saving-Loans programme. She said she was a slave farmer at the age of 14 (at the
time of the interview, she was in her mid-30s). Through the loan scheme, she was able
to start a milk and milk chips supply business; the growth of her business allowed
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her to purchase more cows, along with two motorcycles for the family, as well as
accumulate savings to send her children to university.
There were several examples of these positive experiences expressed by women
from both villages. Even so, it was revealed over the course of data collection
that the extent to which poverty alleviation can be achieved, was contingent upon
various factors, like geographical proximity to where programmes were conducted,
or social capital possessed prior to programme implementation. These issues were
seemingly overlooked by policymakers. Ibu S of Jabung recalled many women who
lived in closer proximity to the village office would be the first to know about these
programmes. As she lived in a hamlet 20 min away from the office, she and her neighbours were usually the last to know. She even professed that the lack of proximity
made her neighbours segan (afraid) of enquiring or taking up these opportunities.
In other instances, the increase in access failed to put into context how poverty
was as much a class issue as it was a gendered one, resulting in further alienation of
poorer men and women in these communities. Pak B of Jabung said, while he was
grateful his wife was able to be more economically independent, also expressed there
should be more focus on those who were economically impoverished, rather than
assuming all women were poor. While these issues were manifesting, none of these
gender mainstreaming strategies actively encouraged women and men to reinterpret
their roles at the home or in society—so women were burdened with more work
as they were saddled with the responsibility to generate income, as well as other
responsibilities that were attached to being a woman.
Data also showed that women’s seat quotas in civil processes contradictorily
reduced the substantive effects in providing opportunities for women’s voices to be
heard. As meeting quotas were considered a criterion for successful project applications, women ended up attending to only fill the numbers, but did not necessarily
contribute to the process in voicing out or giving suggestions. Consequently, this
also produced a recycling of similar faces at all or most community development
meetings. In an interview with Ibu I from Purwosekar, she lamented that due to
her initial willingness to participate on behalf of her friends, she was subsequently
expected to be the go-to person for most participatory programmes. She also shared
that at times, her husband would become upset with the amount of time she spent in
community development; she believed his anger was reasonable, as her time should
mostly be spent on caring for their children and the house.
When given the opportunity to overcome political boundaries and lead, women
were placed into positions where they would be highly scrutinized for their gender.
The villages in my case study were unique as their village heads were both female.
The reception to their leadership was varied—in both cases, being female and
possessing feminine qualities, were highlighted extensively in positive and negative ways. Several villagers from Purwosekar mentioned initial criticisms of their
leader for neglecting her roles as mother and wife at the expense of having an office
job. Others believed being a woman was advantageous in a leadership position, as
a female leader would care for her community the way she cared for her family. A
village administrator in Jabung named Pak S, mentioned how, with a female at the
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helm, his daughter now had a role model. He fondly described the village head’s leadership style as motherly, empathetic and indiscriminate towards those who required
her assistance.
With this said, gender was also, though ironically, not the most pertinent factor
when electing these female heads. Through my discussions with their constituents, I
deduced that the village heads also possessed several other significant qualities that
made them fit for the position. Both women had a level of economic stability, being
part of the middle class and with reputable vocations prior to their elections; they
also acquired and maintained a certain level of social capital as active community
members, as well as having fathers who were prominent community leaders. These
factors influenced their elections much more than simply their gender. Thus, while
their elections were not judged entirely through gendered understandings or biases,
the assessments of their leadership, once they have gained their positions, had been
markedly so.
In other parameters, like women’s ability to negotiate for resources, was not
affected by gender mainstreaming strategies, regardless of their increased access to
them. While women who were able to make more money, they could not necessarily negotiate for what the money should be spent on. Most times, the demands at
home—in feeding the family, providing an education and fixing the house—became
more urgent than using the money for their own needs, like continuing education or
purchasing a vehicle for better mobility. Ibu L from Jabung confirmed this as she said
that all the money she has made would go to her children’s education, or household
expenses—very little would be spent on personal items or personal savings.
In some scenarios, husbands took advantage of their wives’ access to microcredit
loans by encouraging them to apply; once the money was received, women took a
back seat and played a supplementary role in assisting their spouses in running these
businesses. Ibu S from Purwosekar expressed this specifically when she divulged
that she only took the loan so her husband could start a quail egg business. Again, in
all conversations with women at these villages, none of them mentioned a reversal or
renegotiation of roles in the household. As a result, men were not asked to compensate in the house, to care for it and their children, the way women were asked to
be productive in the economy. This should not, however, indicate that the women
interviewed were uncomfortable with their lack of ability to negotiate; instead, they
were rather proud of their ability to contribute, and did not problematize the fact that
they had very little say in where the money went.
The inconsistencies and limitations in the results reflected how limiting gender
mainstreaming strategies were in ensuring transformative results—in the case of my
research, their limitations were found in various instances related to the POCs, but
more specifically in the lack of positive impact on attitudes towards gender equality.
These programmes did not iterate the substantive goals of gender equality, instead
many participants were distracted by the economic opportunities tied to them. Poorer
women mentioned that gender equality was not important while they struggled to
survive and put food on the table. As Ibu I of Purwosekar exclaimed, when I asked
her specifically what her attitude was towards gender equality, “tiada waktu untuk
semua itu” (no time for all of that). Some women, though few and were exclusively
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expressed by those in the middle class, did to some degree, understand the value of
expanding various opportunities to overcome boundaries and to speak up for their
positions and resources. Ibu J from Purwosekar appreciated these strategies as a
way for women to be more creative, innovative, to learn and polish their skills in
management and administration. She believed that women have ‘hak sama, walaupon
kewajipan berbeda’ (same rights, though with different responsibilities).
There is a duality displayed here, whereby the willingness to rationalize possessing
equal rights, is not applied to practising equal roles and responsibilities. This could
be caused by the lack of ability to reconcile certain cultural-religious understandings,
which dictates that prescribing rigidly to specific gender roles and responsibilities
would maintain a sense of harmony or stability in communities, but especially at
home. Indeed, all respondents, male and female, epitomized this notion that involves
knowing one’s place in the world, based on the roles they played, performing the
corresponding acts and practices attached to them. When Ibu R of Jabung was asked
about being a business woman and a wife, she exclaimed that although she was able to
provide more for the family, and had gained some status among her fellow villagers,
nothing had changed at home—she still the mother, wife and house manager; she still
did the dishes, cooked, and cared for the children. With that said, she believed these
differences in responsibilities were inherent, and did not connote inequality as it was
based on complementing the inadequacies of men, to create a balanced environment
at home.
Thus by extension, the impact these strategies had on men’s attitudes towards
gender equality was negligible at best. As they were mere bystanders to the application of these strategies, men’s attitudes were only shaped by their indirect experiences
with women who participated. Many believed that the increase in women’s participation complemented the status quo, and that their voices were a good addition to
decision-making processes. A programme facilitator, Pak T, rationalized that men
could only benefit from the empowerment of women, because whatever a woman did,
she would do for her family. Pak Su of Purwosekar viewed gender mainstreaming
strategies as purely economic, and mentioned that he did not find these as threatening
to a man’s position, because results would always benefitted husbands as well. Pak S
from Jabung explained that women’s participation in community development was
exactly like their roles at home, as the supporting act, as “wanita lahir dari tulang
rusuk laki-laki” (women are born from men’s ribs).
It is clear that the attitudes towards gender equality at home are more significantly
shaped by local cultural and religious practices, rather than experiences in the public
sphere of which these strategies solely exist. This was further reflected in women
like Ibu S of Jabung, who believed that ensuring this harmony mattered more than
the benefits provided by these programmes; this was why her husband’s approval
to participate was necessary. Her husband, Pak A, confirmed this, mentioning that
unless his wife got his permission, she should not consider spending time working
on matters that do not benefit her family. It is evident then, beyond economics, GM
strategies have not facilitate any meaningful discussion or reinterpretation of gender
relations, gendered responsibilities and roles.
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Almost Anew
The evidence showed that gender mainstreaming was not as successful in achieving
more gender equal environments and attitudes. I argue, this was because the gendered
problems during Indonesia’s 1998 economic crisis was as much a socio-historical
and political issue, as it was an economic one. Besides finance and the economy,
policymakers failed to realize the significance of the Pancasila doctrine in reinforcing highly gendered ideologies, practices, norms and behaviours in Indonesian
society. Once the New Order regime fell, and austerity measures were put in place,
women who were previously encouraged to stay at home suddenly saw themselves
thrusted into the labour force to supplement dwindling family incomes; some had to
opt for extreme measures, by joining the informal workforce with little protection,
sometimes leaving the country to obtain employment (Ling 2002).
By the start of the new millennium, Indonesia’s women were in a precarious position. Women’s roles and responsibilities in society multiplied, performing continuous
balancing acts while cuts to welfare and social services further alienated segments of
poor women (Ling 2002). Though this precarious position was relieved, in small
parts, by development programmes, women’s unequal position to men was not
discussed in any meaningful way, in challenging the subordination of women as
endorsed by the New Order regime, or the prominence of men in all levels of society,
politics and economics. In some instances, they merely extended women’s servitude
to their spouses and the household. Thus, gender, gender relations, responsibilities
roles and rights were still dictated by the narratives of the New Order era.

Perpetual Liminalities
Gender equality in Indonesian rural community development has not been a goal in
itself. Instead, gender equality has been sold a set of behaviours, practices and norms
that are deemed appropriate, timely and beneficial to the eradication of poverty, to
achieve economic prosperity and development. Global policy strategists have not
been compelled to understand the underlying ‘systems of constraints’ or causes that
maintain and extend gender inequality, relying instead on rote understandings based
off previous economic crises to determine solutions. Every other aspect which are
pertinent to the assurance of a more gender equal future has not been considered
seriously. This is evident in recent reports on gender equality. According to United
Nations’ documents, namely the 2015 Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action
turns 20 and the 2016 Sustainable Development Goals, even though the gaps have
relatively narrowed for certain economic and social indicators, women are objectively
still lagging behind on the same issues listed in the 1995 Declaration—access to
education, information technology, reproductive and healthcare services as well as
decision-making positions; as victims of violence; in mobility.
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The issues seem to repeat themselves as communities are stuck at a precipice of
almost becoming anew because they are still saddled with long-standing gendered
problems of old practices, values and norms that are not necessarily tied to economics
and economic relations. There needs to be a realignment of the ways in which policymakers conceive of the issue as gender inequality does not fit into the ‘timeframe’,
or a predictable model in which many institutions and governments prefer to impose
during times of crises. Inequalities that exist and persist are highly dependent upon,
not only economic factors, but also unique intersecting historical socio-political
ones, which constantly and simultaneously impact at personal, community, state,
and international levels.
In the case of Jabung and Purwosekar, several solutions can be conceived to
overcome this repetition of issues, namely in lack of transformation in the parameters
of change, and especially the attitudes towards gender equality, among villagers.
I argue that even at its inception, the factors that are diagnosed as problems are
severely limiting. Besides taking into account the macro historical-political and social
contexts that Indonesians as a whole have experienced, the unique and particular
experiences of the men and women in these villagers should also be taken into
serious consideration by looking at physical and symbolic barriers that reduce the
ability of some to participate. My data has shown that these include geographical and
class-based issues. A practical solution would be to insist on more direct information
dissemination for who live furthest from the village office; meetings, workshops and
proposal discussions should be conducted at areas more easily reached by some of
the poorer and marginalized villagers.
There is also an issue of perception, in which gender and development is necessarily female. Various programmes and strategies tend to, erroneously, focus only on
women and their development, which inevitably marginalizes less mobile or socially
secluded women, as well as men, especially poor men, as shown in my case study.
Gender equality can only really meaningful if policymakers include men as a ‘gender’
within the matrix of development; by looking at men and the intersecting factors that
oppress them, the goal of gender equality becomes truer to its purpose and goal.
There is also a resounding lack of space for men and women to simply discuss what
makes genders unequal; instead these notions are dictated to them, while solutions
are imposed upon them through participation quotas and cash hand-outs. A practical
solution to this is to provide women and men a space to talk, and understand where
the oppressions exist in their daily realities. This could also be a way to inform policymakers on how to produce context-based solutions for those that are truly affected
by gender discrimination.
Ultimately, there needs to be an acceptance that there would never be a ‘death’
of gender inequality—it is always a crisis. It needs to be treated and accepted as a
complex, non-linear and multidimensional problem. It is a perpetually morphing and
re-emerging issue, based on changing environments and intersecting factors. Policymakers would benefit acknowledging this. They could start with involving those that
are directly affected by gender inequality to understand the meanings behind their
struggles, as opposed to forcing meaning unto them. Policymakers should also focus
on the dynamic nature of gender inequality, studying and learning from the multiple
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points of ‘death’ and ‘births’ in past and present times, to ensure, at the very least,
the same forms of gender inequality do not persist in the future.
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Chapter 2

Hail Hijabis: Celebrification
of Influencers by Postmodern
Malay-Muslim Women in Malaysia
Nurzihan Hassim and Siti Mazidah Mohamad

Introduction
In the age of the ever-expanding Internet, peer engagement encouraged youths to
mutually become spokespersons for one another amidst the slew of cultural rhetoric
and are responsible for defining identities and subjective norms through the now
electronic word-of-mouth. Initially, there existed a conundrum of what qualifies as
a Muslim woman in Malaysia through the use of the hijab, or ‘veiling’ oneself
with a headscarf—considering that by virtue, the dominating and vast majority of
Malay women of the population are born into Islam. During the introduction of the
New Economic Policy [NEP] from the 1970s–1990s, Malay women sought better
opportunities by migrating to the cities henceforth resulting in the significant decline
of the hijab-wearing urbanites as it is perceived as an extreme form of worship or
piety, what more with postcolonial ties that predisposed them to the self-expression of
female bodies (Khoo 2006; Ong 1990). At present, the melting pot of multi-ethnicities
in Malaysia deems the hijab as non-obligatory although Malaysia is identified as a
Muslim country. Nevertheless, the growing global Islamic resurgence in Muslimmajority countries and the local conceptualization of Islam Hadhari had emphasized
on Islamic ‘progressiveness’ as a major part of the national administrative governance
thus enabling halal marketing prospects for discerning audiences; especially Muslim
women who are the decision-makers for the household and ultimately, themselves.
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Contestations of the hijab on contemporary media subsequently shaped around
these constructs and were observed to have transformed attitudes of young MalayMuslim women towards modesty and mobilized their status-seeking behaviours.
Enter the hijabis, hijabistas or hijabsters; young urban female Malay-Muslims
approaching an intersectionality of faith and fashion while brands associated with
the hijab are growing incredibly astute towards making it as a signifier of class
(Williams and Kamaludeen 2017). Multitudes of renewed and trendy veiling experiences shared on social networking sites are seeing a substantial increase of hijab
adopters that illustrate unyielding Islamic cosmopolitanism through user affluence
that reframe the hijab as an urban Malay-Muslim identity.

The Malaynnials and Modesty
Dubbed as Malaynnials, 10.3 million or 65% Malay audiences are currently the
biggest consumer segment of millennials aged 18–35 years old (Marketing Magazine
2016). They are further described as individuals with digital citizenship and global
perspectives from their higher education, highly adventurous nature and are willing
to experiment or approach religion with a sense of experientialism while having
heightened appreciation for art and culture in their bohemian social circles. The study
further acknowledged these shifting gears among Malay-Muslim youth had inspired
marketing strategies for ASTRO—the biggest media conglomerate in Malaysia to
cater content on cable television, radio and mobile applications specifically for this
target segment (Astro Universe 2016). Similarly, the Malaynnials’ Western counterparts, the Mipsterz of North America had earlier in the decade demonstrated the
extent of normalizing the hijab by assimilating as much local cultures as possible
in their practice of modesty. Known as the Islamic take on the hipster phenomenon,
the self-ordained community of Muslim women try not to fall into the stereotype
of meek and submissive veiled women thus their advocacy for creativity and selfexpression is in the forefront, just as much as those who do not wear it (Cunningham
2014). Mipsterz are seen skateboarding, modelling for fashion, enjoying music and
dancing in contemporary media much to the chagrin of devout believers; while for
Malaynnials, the subjective norm of the hijab even included what were considered
immoral and sexual behaviour such as fangirling at rock concerts and pole dancing
(Zaman 2013). Recently, hijab entrepreneur-turned-television personality, Neelofa
Mohd Noor had continued to raise eyebrows by launching new designs for Naelofar
Hijab in a compromising and non-Islamic setting of a popular nightclub. The repercussions of this unprecedented marketing strategy from a respected retail business of
modest clothing rapidly saw debates and redundancies of empowering women with
the hijab.
However, the magnitude of the incident can be attributed to how Neelofa as a
social media influencer with 6.3 million followers on Instagram had established and
optimized her presence online to trigger social changes, affecting followers as well
as members of local communities on a personal level considering the vast reach
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she has achieved through her extensive social networking profile (Senft 2013). This
was further evidenced by the hashtag provided #BELOFABYNH to indicate the
popularity of the brand and how social media use is much ingrained in Malaysian
culture of digital engagement. Likewise, Vivy Yusof—a style blogger turned fashion
mogul had also gathered mass following by consistently sharing fashion tips and
how she had built her hijab business, dUCk Scarves hand-in-hand with her equally
successful fashion e-commerce platform, FashionValet on Instagram. Both Neelofa
and Vivy were among those recognized by Forbes Asia as prestigious influencers
under the 30 under 30 accolade for ‘…using their fame to make a difference – and a
fortune’ (Forbes 2017).

The Rise of the Micro-celebrity
The immense rise of Vivy from a non-media person into a micro-celebrity was
highly mediated by Internet technology and the degree of involvement between her
and her followers (Jerslev 2016). Resonating with Vivy as an everyday on-the-go
working mother and the dUCk Scarves mission to elevate the veiling with a more
universal appeal in Malaysia, audiences actively discuss and comment on the luxurious hijab that are constantly showcased in Vivy’s daily Instagram updates. Due to
her increasing popularity, Vivy had come under fire for criticizing fans who resort to
wear fake goods of dUCk Scarves, insinuating that the brand is only made for those
who can afford them (Tan 2018). Even so, the incident did not deter the response
towards the sales of dUCk Scarves but catapulted the brand even further into the limelight. The manifest celebrification, where ordinary people transform into celebrities
underlines how interconnectedness on the World Wide Web increases the fluidity of
brand endorsements and commodities by sharing content on social media (Driessens
2013). Success stories of today’s micro-celebrities like Neelofa and Vivy who took
to social media to self-brand as urban hijabis had encouraged the average follower
to emulate them as role models (Mohamad & Hassim 2019).
In so doing, do influencers have the final say in proving that acts in modesty are no
longer backwards? Through unbridled access to information on social networking
sites, Malay-Muslim women that desire to heighten their moderate personas are
vulnerable to the antitheses of modesty found in unconventional personifications of
the hijab by social influencers, where the line between faith and fashionizing modesty
falls into a grey area. Celebrification of such personalities on social networking sites
demonstrate an irony in the importance of religiosity and the rampant images of
misleading piety where Malay-Muslim women need to re-negotiate their take on the
hijab. As the material consumption of the hijab heightens the position of Malaynnials
for their religio-affluence, this unyielding Islamic elitism have ignored other MalayMuslim women from the social strata that experience insufficiencies on both social
and digital realms. The working class cannot possibly relate to the determinants of
social status through the embracing of luxury hijab-wear and bohemian lifestyles
that centre around the abundance of wealth while contradicting the true meaning
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of modesty. While it could be considered a bane for the uninhibited, these renewed
displays for modesty enhance the roles of Malay-Muslim women as bearers of the
Islamic identity, which were previously considered backwards and insignificant. This
returns to the concept of agency that is subjective in the eyes of the individual, of
which is also part of their personal philosophy and pragmatism (Brockmeier 2009).
Brockmeier continues to argue that agency depends on emotions and morals that are
integrated with changes in culture, society and history.
With that in mind, this chapter examines the views of Malay-Muslim youths to
ascertain how celebrified influencers had in some ways influenced the outlook on
modesty in the Malaysian context from their standpoints of engagement; reviewing
the diminishing role of hijab as the observance of faith. Secondly, the chapter
approaches social media as an actant to the information-seeking habits of MalayMuslim youths whereby audiences’ desires of social inclusion is slowly replacing
the importance of modesty, having deconstructed the context of the hijab as a tool
progression and empowerment for women that deems them somewhat dominant
rather than equal to other Malay-Muslim women.

Performativity in Celebrification: A Theoretical Framework
The emergence of the ‘micro-celebrity’ and the process of ‘celebrifying’ them
brought forth three important facets of celebrification in the age of social media
prevalence. The temporalities of celebrification in the digital age sees the first
facet of agency at an individual level, where young Malay-Muslims are active in
selecting their online experiences based on their personal contexts particularly when
concerns seeking out religion; by observing and analysing information that has been
made available to them. Haji Mohamad (2014, 2017) argued that it was important
to acknowledge the spatial, individual, and temporal aspects for a more accurate
insight into individuals’ life trajectories. Reinforcing the views posited by several
scholars where affordance of social media guarantees access, constant presence with
evidence of authenticity that also narrows the proximity between the celebrity and
their followers, enabling young Malay-Muslims to render their experiences with
religion and modesty most credible and benevolent (Marwick and Boyd 2014).
At the micro-celebrity level, interplay of their media use habits and careful
management of followers assume mainstream celebrity practices that carry breadth
and depth in covering mundane daily activities or micro-celebrity ‘performances’ that
had seemed trivial in the practice of conventional media (Jerslev and Mortensen 2016;
Hackley and Hackley 2015, p. 469; Driessens 2013). Jerslev (2016) presented temporalities related to the ‘performance of celebrity’ on various media that suggested the
micro-celebrity who thrives in today’s present social media purposefully curate their
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lives online, similar to the efforts of the traditional celebrity that requires permanent
updating, immediacy and instantaneity and is addressed to followers and subscribers.
Subsequently, at the societal level, Judith Butler (2010) had presented the
paradigm of performativity in gender and cultural studies that included among others,
‘performative power’ through the acts of speech, repetitive acts that delimit the separation of the economic, social and political spheres where the society predicts and
anticipates the economic activity; through organizations of human and non-human
networks, including technology. In this context of Malaynnials, prominent individuals are identified in their self-promotion on social media that normalizes the hijab as a
new subculture that emerged from a frequency of patterns that rely on broad networks
of social relations, institutionalized practices, including technological instruments.
In doing so, members of the society that are unable to identify with this performative power that represent progressive and unconventional practices of modesty
and religion from a differing economic standpoint experience insufficiencies and
delimitations as they find themselves in exclusion from what were dictated from
the performances of micro-celebrity. Subsequently, followers who are able to do the
opposite, thrive in their engagement with micro-celebrities that reflect their share of
voice.
Through these three facets, the makings of the micro-celebrity through celebrification of their everyday performances need to consider the temporal reiterative
and reactive process that is gradually embedded with the duration of time. In the
context of these three facets, Butler had emphasized how actions are compounded
in repetitive actions that microcelebrities often partake in, even though the activities
are re-established as something new in different points of time. The individual, as a
follower would use this time to evaluate the processes of performance reiteration of
the micro-celebrity activities, his or her re-establishment as a brand and construct to
new and existing followers which would accumulate into a naturalized effect despite
the paradox of Malaynnials in the celebrification process.

Methodology
Two asynchronous focus groups were administered online via Menti.com with participants aged between 18 to 35 years old residing in Kuala Lumpur as a probability
sampling. They were further divided into two categories to compare and contrast their
behaviours and perceptions towards modesty that represent the current construct of
the hijab. These two categories are: one, a group consisting of female youth who are
non-hijab wearers, and two, participants comprised of Malay-Muslim women who
veil. The participants were purposively chosen for their urban-dwelling and Englishspeaking nature in consideration of their affluent, highly educated social positions,
adventurous nature and digital sufficiencies akin to the Malaynnials discussed earlier
in the chapter; as well as to explore the intersectionality between their beliefs in
modesty and modernity. Several participants declined to be identified therefore, the
participants are referred to as their nicknames personally registered during their
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participation in the discussion. All participants are Malaysians and are ardent users
of social networking sites, thus are Internet-savvy.

Findings and Discussion
Many of the participants saw the distinctive role of social media influencers and
general youths on the twenty-first-century internet, particularly as messengers of
culture and religion. The major find was that most Malay-Muslim participants who
wear the hijab found solace in social networking sites for ideas and suggestions,
particularly for beginners who are in excessive need for guidelines, even though it
comes from younger micro-celebrities.

Performativity in Celebrification at Individual Level
Z and L, both lecturers of media and communication at a local university found
it hard to go around the idea of wearing the hijab as they were born into Malay
families who were mainly raised with Western upbringing and were upfront about
their sexuality. Therefore, discussing the hijab was somewhat uncommon around the
house. Even for Joy, a Muslim postgraduate student who does not wear a hijab, the
use of personal Instagram accounts have become a way to create a subconscious
alertness about modesty can be seen from Instagram use patterns and routines of
these influencers.
Actually I learnt more about the hijab on social media as a lot of influencers, and local
celebrities use hijab too. I think there are some merit at how they wear it so it can inspire
others. It’s endearing, as compared to previously where you would actually be ostracized or
considered backwards.—Z
Most of the social media influencers that I follow are celebrities. I do know a couple of
influencers that are my students from the university that I’m teaching. I find some of them
fascinating based on the life that they are portraying. But that can be a big question mark
as well whether they are genuine or contents that they have to create to cater the interest of
their audience.—L
As they continuously take pictures looking good in their Hijabs and how proud they are
in them [and overall the lifestyle they lead] they subtly promote without really outright
promoting it.—Joy

The study further analysed meanings behind female modesty in Malaysia that drew
middle class and upper middle class of Malay women to embrace the cultural identity
in their daily lives through their contemporary media use. On social networking
sites, the celebrification of social media influencers had in some point provided
Malay-Muslim women with gratification to be one of their massive followers. There
seemed to be a consensus among the participants that social media is a platform that

2 Hail Hijabis: Celebrification of Influencers …

23

encourages inclusivity henceforth creates a sense of belonging among those who
follow social media influencers whom they find relatable to their struggles. This then
fills up an emotional gap that they aspire to fill with the use of social networking
sites and their engagement with the influencer as well as other audiences who have
the same goal in mind.
…I felt that I won’t be the odd one out, as I feel even though I want to be modest, I want to
be fashionable and accepted as well.—Z
On the surface, people have big expectations for women who wear it to do good because
essentially the hijab is a symbol for a women submitting herself to God. Which means she
is a good woman, daughter, wife or mother.—Shawn
It is a commitment and there’s no such thing as wearing it as touch-and-go basis. So if one
would like to wear it, there needs to be a lot of studies and references done. I think the social
media influencers or social media or google would be the easiest point of reference.—L
Some sites will only write what they feel about it. It takes an own experience to comment.
And yeah, everyone has their own perception, when there is more people to share and discuss
it with, it gets better!—Ashi

Even so, there are research that suggest in the performativity of the individual that
the representation of modesty is romanticized, while women who do not fall under
this category are considered old-fashioned (Kong 2019).
Dian may have a point about the current hijabi fashion movement being classist
and sexist.
These figures matter when it comes to reconciling these luxury items with the
hijab’s function as a garment of modesty. If the wearer can afford them without
compromising their Islamic duty to contribute to charity, it’s not a vice, according to
Dr Norsaleha Mohd Salleh of the International Islamic College University. Intention
matters too. It mustn’t be to flaunt, whether its one’s wealth or physical beauty.

Performativity in Celebrification at Micro-celebrity Level
With the agreement that social media influencers provide stimulating online content
for their followers, several participants highlighted that their posts are focused on
beauty and keeping up appearances compared to faith or their religious beliefs. While
there are aspects of awareness made on hijab fashion trends, the educational perspective on modesty and what constitutes the aurah is lacking. Z went on to mention that
because these micro-celebrities are Instafamous, their mundane but frequent visual
updates are appreciated by many even though they are mainly everyday routines
similar to their own, but more significant because of their abundance of followers.
The opinions of the following participants are contradicting various studies on
the celebrification of the hijab and micro-celebrity influences towards them as a
role model. While there seems that there is a disagreement on their Sari and Asad
(2019) found that consumers are perceptive towards Islamic fashion entrepreneurs
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and influencers provided that they are able to integrate religiosity with their styles of
modesty as a marker of Islamic identity. Despite the unclear the unclear guidelines
of modesty in the market, the performance of the micro-celebrity deems how he or
she wears the hijab could convince Malay-Muslim followers to believe it is a norm,
therefore it is deemed permissible by Islam despite the modern styles.
In so doing, some social media followers find it difficult to endorse such a lackadaisical lifestyle with no particular motivation or objectives in life. Ashi, a marketing
executive who works in publishing finds that the youths are obsessed with the opinions of a micro-celebrity than an actual celebrity as they have time to reach out to
their audiences more frequently than prominent singers, actresses or media personalities and that they have the girl-next-door quality that is relatable to many. This was
agreed upon Bret, a homemaker, who finds that the actual job scope of an influencer
is to reach out to the most powerful consumer segment today or the Malaynnials.
Some look relevant, but most of them only look good on photos and was not able do PR or
socialize in reality. I know some of them. To me, some of them is interest me follow and
learn new things. But most of them, looks good in photo but lack of PR in reality.—Ashi
They’re mostly millennials who in my opinion thrives on attention and likes. They like to
find something easy to make money instead of working hard for it.—Bret

The emergence of the postmodern Malaynnial hijabi on media platforms as indicated
by Bret is to cater to growing opportunities of product consumption and brand expansion, which obviously cements the position of young micro-celebrity influencers as
role models among their peers in the social media sphere.
But what is it exactly that young people, particularly Malay-Muslims expect from
hijab-wearers? Is there a specific template of how she should dress, walk or talk in
the light of the Malaynnial wave of hijabista and hijabsters? Z went on to deliberate
that in general, a woman who wears the hijab should portray intelligence, piety and is
aware of her surroundings and most importantly she is independent yet respectful of
others. The participants shared their views on some hijab stereotypes that they have
observed among youth on social media and how the anticipate the behaviour among
influencers. Nana, a young mother of three is also supportive of gentle mannerisms
among hijab influencers as it is a reflection of a whole community, whilst Sazu, a
freelance writer who prefers not to veil, feels that the hijab is a form of symbolism
that other women find it tangible to relate to, but ultimately, it depends on the attitude
of the person itself.
So for someone to wear it stylishly is fine, but wearing it to do unfavourable things such
as swearing or getting caught in close proximity with a man or involved in hatecrimes or
cyberbullying is a contradiction and smears the image for other women.—Z
They can promote modesty through their manner and appearance. If it’s a video - how they
speak, if it’s a photo - how they pose. If you are beautiful in a tudung [hijab] if you spread
your legs is that modest?—Nana
I find that branding a person good or bad is irrelevant, especially on social media. I believe
and in religion, covering up doesn’t make you a role model. You are just one of the many
Muslims dealing with their struggles to be a better servant of god.—Sazu
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Shawn, a female engineer also finds that there needs to be forms of accountability among social media influencers, considering their excess coverage and voluntary prominence on social media. Their actions and large followings makes them
vulnerable to public opinion, thus the influencer should be responsible for her actions.
Socmed is very influential especially to the youngsters. Since it’s such an influential tool, the
way how hijab influencers dress should be Syariah compliant to avoid it being just fashion
statement.—Shawn

Further to this, Pasha-Zaidi (2015) indicated that gender perceptions of attractiveness is highly based on the mainstream contexts. In the aspect of micro-celebrity
performances, should more women wear the hijab in any style whatsoever still
‘protects’ other women who feel represented in this subgroup and inculcates a sense
of belonging.

Performativity in Celebrification at Societal Level
Apart from appealing to the middle-class audiences, the pursuit to inculcate ideas of
modesty among affluent and egalitarian audiences saw representation of the hijab that
are converged with elements that downplay religiosity and put forth the importance
of consumption among Muslim women. Demonstrated in the excerpts are some
markers of the hijab as a determinant of luxury and personification of class, but as
elaborated by the participants it is not detrimental in all cases. As described by Mel,
a motivational speaker and a non-hijab wearer, in some ways being a part of an elite
hijab community makes them work towards the goal in order to find their place in
the society.
I believe so, like I mentioned earlier, when I saw celebrities and instafamous people wearing
luxury hijab, I feel that hijab is no longer constrained to pious women who are conservative
and belong in villages like those we referred to in the past. Therefore I felt that I won’t be
the odd one out, as I feel even though I want to be modest, I want to be fashionable and
accepted as well.—Z
Before this, when people think of hijab they don’t think of fashion. But with luxury hijabs
and ways to style it, people are more open to accept it as they know that they can still be
stylish, fashionable and modest.—Bret
…it’s really up to you, it’s all about status, workmanship and quality, probably it has become
a fashion statement and status just like luxury handbags.—Mel

It is apparent that the hijab in Malaysia exudes appeal from its strong ethnic ties
with Malay-Muslim women and branding opportunities of home-grown role models
had luxury brands market the hijab as a privilege. While acknowledging this, the
participants expressed frustration at how easily the hijab is sold at a hefty price tag
despite being a religious obligation. With most references made to the dUCk Scarves
marketing strategy during the sessions, some of the participants find it ludicrous, even
from an avid Vivy Yusof follower perspective. Binke, a production manager who does
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not wear the hijab shares the same opinion with the majority of wearing participants
that are appalled with the marketing strategies put forth in brand engagement through
its influencers.
Selling anything more than RM 50 for a piece of cloth to cover your head in the name of
religion is just a mediocre. It doesn’t fit the purpose of having RM 1000 hijab except of
showing off.—Binke
The hijab is simply a prince of fabric. I don’t quite understand why a piece of fabric should
cost more than RM60, Regardless of the brand! But the fact that there is the presence of
luxury hijabs means there is a demand for it, so why not?—Joy

Nana reiterated her opinions about the hijab and spoke about how it is worn for
religious factors, but having reasons to enjoy wealth is also actually encouraged in
Islam which can be seen among influencers who display their affection for lavish
lifestyles and pastimes, all the while donning expensive hijabs to be seen by followers.
Z, meanwhile, likens the luxury element of the hijab with self-actualization among
young Malay-Muslims who use the hijab to establish their success within certain
stages of life.
It’s same as any other piece of clothing and accessories. You have cheap bags and super expensive bags […]. Unfortunately it’s a creative way to earn and for brands to get faster exposure
with a more personal touch while there are many, not all are good quality influencers.—Nana
I think luxury hijabs are good to reward a women who wears it, just like how you would
save money to buy a luxury handbag with your hard-earned money. But I don’t think it’s
a necessity, it’s just a symbol of self-actualization for a women when they have reached a
more affluent level or successful level in life.—Z

With reference to the newfound modernity among Malay-Muslim women and their
desire to break away from stereotypes, integrating Islamic obligations with popular
trends creates a grey area between their initially modest familial roles and an increased
sense of opacity in the society. Earlier on, the participants have discussed about
social media influencers who are in most cases a point of reference for the discerning
audiences. To deliberate in ways that their role is important in wearing the hijab,
the participants spoke about how influencers, despite their share of oversights and
controversies in their attempts to brand the hijab, they are undeniably the new key
opinion leaders in contemporary media today. Joy believes that despite not wearing
one herself, the overall representation of hijab in social networking sites would be
able to harness good values to youths and future generations. Dil, an unemployed
graphic designer also believed that being a role model means creating an inclusive
space for your followers or fans in the digital realm that is both permanent and
fleeting.
It is not a phase it is a way of life and a belief system for many Muslim woman. Therefore it
will not fade or pass as more woman who wear Hijabs will continue to instill values to their
children and their children’s children.—Joy
Followers might feel wearing hijab isn’t so bad after all and you still can look stylish and
part of their evolution, however wearing hijab needs to be syariah compliance, which some
of them might not give the best examples.—Dil
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M[alay]sia used to be very modern in the 70’s with so many Malay ladies wearing sexy and
tight clothes. How did we get from then to now despite having a modern government? (PAS
never ruled Malaysia but we became an Islamic country, but for sure there is some rule of
thumb to follow, and that’s from social media influencers, in a good way.—Bret

The extracts demonstrated that the participants were both enthused and confused by
the representation of the hijab on social networking sites. The neoliberal displays
of emancipation from subjugation as the weaker sex currently appear as a unique
and localized culture that are attributing to the globalization of Islam and the celebrification of Malay-Muslim influencers that consistently emphasize on equating
hijab with affluence in the public sphere. Despite the implications of exclusivity that
would inadvertently isolate the working class who cannot afford the modest lifestyle
suggested by such influencers, many participants felt that there were future opportunities to be reaped from their online presence for the youths to embrace the subjective
norm of hijab-wearing. It is apparent that they possess valuable market insights due
to their habitus as heavy users of networking sites compared to other generational
cohorts and in turn would be able to influence others in the peer engagement.
This study further found that non-wearers had more positive opinions about the
hijab compared to the hijab-wearers who are focused on the blatant exploitation of
Malay-Muslim women by influencers. The degree of exposure to marketing messages
in social networking posts from influencers of non-hijab wearing participants has
potential in channelling a higher likelihood of acceptance towards the new social
identity and shared voice for Malay-Muslim women who have had been referred
to as oppressed and submissive in the past. Such hybridity offers power and social
position for Malay-Muslim women while seeing prospects of the hijab as a tool for
change and economic growth.
Moreover, the focus group data ascended towards the hijab as a marker of luxury
and affluence among Malay-Muslim youths or better known as the Malaynnials. As
highlighted earlier in this chapter, most of the participants are urban-dwelling and are
comfortable with exploring the digital realm of social networking due to their experience and knowledge in using the Internet. This solidifies the findings of Mohamad
(2017) that presented the importance of dynamic online spaces for youths to communicate and share content among peers and consequently, their followers. The study
further posited that online spaces inhabited by youths enabled performance of religious practices from the sharing of posts particularly on Facebook and Instagram,
thus seeing the emergence of a ‘techno-religious’ space. In the context of Millennials examined in this present chapter, the majority of youth participants admitted
that influencers played a big part in their embracing of the culture and greater understanding of modesty as a part of their lives regardless of whether they wear the hijab
or do not. This also included the conventional and unconventional practices of the
hijab which are considered as postmodern representations of modesty.
The study commenced with the perception that marketing of ‘the new and
improved’ practices of wearing the hijab has become oversaturated through commercial and cultural movements on social networking sites. As posited and agreed upon
by the focus group participants, their viewpoints are congruent to the argument by
Hochel (2013) where Malay-Muslim women are donning the hijab primarily for
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reasons of fashion and convention, and not religion which is now considered second
priority. The contemporary practices of veiling that can be seen in Malaysian media
are at odds with Islamic modesty and somewhat compromised the main principles
of the hijab-wearing where its growing consumption culture separated elements of
faith in its embodiment. This chapter addressed two intertwined concepts through
the focus groups: using the hijab to unveil the self, and putting veiling the hijab over
media practices of the past to forging piety as a consumer trend.

Conclusion
This chapter analysed meanings behind female modesty in Malaysia that drew
middle-class and upper middle class of Malay-Muslim women to embrace the cultural
identity in their daily lives through their use of social networking sites. From the three
facets of performativity, we could also refer to Foucault’s theories of ‘biopower’ that
refers to the affordance of technology and personal gratifications of the self, where
the hijab possesses a psycho-social space from the complex process of internally
embodying a Muslim female self. In terms of social justice, these gender ‘performances’ by female Malaynnials can be seen on technological platforms, revealing
a new Malay-Muslim youth culture that aspires to the nation’s middle classes who
consistently experience elite encounters in the articulation of Islamic narratives in the
manipulation of both contemporary and social media, favouring brands trends and the
manipulation of media, having becoming pluralistic in Malaysia’s public sphere. It
would appear that from the perspectives of both hijab-wearing and non-hijab wearing
focus group participants on the individual level where the study highlighted meanings that integrated fashion and faith in projecting ideals of womanhood that could
provide insights to media practitioners in understanding the behaviour of youths
and their engagement with peers online, leading to their identification of key opinion
leaders that would shape their beliefs as Malaynnials. Similarly the findings also shed
light on the significance of media use as agency to audiences who seek gratifications
that hone their self-actualization as progressive Muslims that are creative, innovative
and set the tone for other generational cohorts of this era of Islamic resurgence.
In order to examine this developing trend, the study further investigated the celebrification of influencers, on the micro-celebrity level, who were earlier average
social media users who gained a steady stream followers from constant and consistent updates of mundane yet relatable ideas of modesty on the platforms they use. The
visuals and text they include for their posts demonstrate the extent of hijab-wearing
by the influencer that are notwithstanding their brand promise.
The study sought significant manifestations of the hijab in Malaysian social
networking and ascertained reasons of resonance and acceptance of the hijab among
Malay-Muslim women on the societal level. In the research by Kong (2019),
Malaysian Muslim women, particularly Malays outnumber men in their participation
of the workforce and universities henceforth hijab micro-celebrities pave the way to
new displays of powers that women crave to be in. However, Kong further posited
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that the median wages for women in their 20s are somewhere between RM1,400 and
RM2,145 ($340 to $525 USD). This raises the pressure as to not be left out from
the fray, wearing a hijab that goes beyond their income despite most young workers
earning less than their living wages.
However the focus group administered for this chapter is not exhaustive or representative of the general Malaynnials population. While the Malaynnials comprise of
empowered and egalitarian Malay-Muslim female youths, further research needs to
be pursued to have a balanced outlook on the reach of social networking influencers
towards the youth audiences that belong to a lower income strata. Despite affordance
limitations in socio-economical terms, this segment are still enabled with access to
social media within their grasp and as such, could provide a more balanced measure
on the role of social media influencers as key opinion leaders. Nevertheless, it is
hoped that this study at present could provide the foundations to peer engagement
online among the Malaysian youths, or namely the Malaynnials.
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Chapter 3

Gendering Adat Law: Women’s Rights
Activists in Balinese Customary Affairs
Yogi Paramitha Dewi

Introduction
Balinese society is deeply influenced by patriarchy. In this male-dominated society,
the rights of women have long been marginalized within the family as well as in
customary affairs. Customarily, they are not involved in decision-making nor entitled
to inheritance and their position is vulnerable with regard to marriage and divorce
(Parker 2003; Rhoads 2012; Creese 2016). When they get married, they leave their
original family to move into their husband’s extended family; however, in the new
family, they remain an ‘outsider’. If divorce occurs, their position becomes even
more difficult as they are stuck between a rock and a hard place—either to remain
staying at the husband’s extended family, or to return to their family of origin, or to
find a new husband and move in with his family. Socially, being a widow is also an
unpleasant status due to the negative stigma that is common across Indonesia (Parker
2016). In Bali specifically, as told in popular folk tales, like the tale of Calonarang,
a widow is very often thought as practising black magic (pengleakan) that may have
detrimental effects to the village where they live.
In contemporary Bali, Balinese women have a threefold burden in society. First,
they bear responsibility for reproduction, including giving birth to continue the family
lineage, nursing the children and elderly, cleaning up the family’s compound, cooking
and so forth. Secondly, as the cost of living in Bali increased due to the expansion of
tourism industry on the island, women are also responsible for economic production
in order to gain extra income for the family. Finally, in addition to both reproduction
and production, Balinese women have the responsibility to maintain the cosmic
harmony or balance through ritual religious cycles that start on a daily basis, monthly,
six-monthly and annually.
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Despite being a culturally marginalized subject, Balinese women do have legal
protection albeit limited. At the state level, the Government of Indonesia has ratified the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against
Women (CEDAW) through the CEDAW Ratification Law No. 7 of 1984. The Convention itself urges every state party to undertake the necessary actions in eliminating
discrimination against women. This includes enacting legislation providing the legal
protection of women rights and modifying or abolishing ‘existing laws, regulations,
customs and practices which constitute discrimination against women’ (Article 2 of
the CEDAW). Following this, domestically the government of Indonesia has enacted
legislation dealing with the recognition and protection of women’s rights, including
Human Rights Law No. 39 of 1999, Elimination of Domestic Violence Law No. 23 of
2004, and Presidential Instruction No. 9 of 2000 concerning gender mainstreaming.
In the political sphere, since the early 2000s, there has been a mandatory gender
quota for political parties. In the structure of every political party it is required to be
comprised by at least 30% women. The laws and regulations concerning politics aim
at encouraging women, the 49.75% of Indonesia’s total population, to participate
in decision-making. However, in the context of Bali, as shown by Rhoads (2012),
the outcome is rather ineffective to bring about a meaningful effect for women in
general.
Although the international and national legal systems have recognized their rights,
within a pluralistic legal setting of Bali, the customary legal order remain essential
in defining the position of Balinese women. Indeed, in Bali, legal pluralism—a
condition where different legal orders coexist and are superimposed in a given social
field (Griffith 1986; von Benda-Beckmann 2002)—is a matter of fact (Warren 1993;
Wardana 2019). At the local level, introduced in the colonial era, Balinese society has
been governed by dualistic local governance, customary (adat) and administrative
(dinas) village structures (Warren 1993). While the dinas village structure is a part
of the state and deals with administrative affairs, the adat village structure deals with
religious and customary affairs.
During the authoritarian regime of Suharto, the administrative village structure
was playing a significant role in local development. Meanwhile the customary village
structure was positioned in periphery although in many occasions it was also utilized
by the state to support state programmes, for instance family planning (Warren 1993).
In fact, the fall of Suharto known as the Reform Era has brought changing in the
governmental structure from centralism to decentralism which in turn provided a
structural opportunity that was used strategically by the local elites to enhance the
position of the customary village structure as the guardian of Balinese culture. As a
result, the role of customary or adat village has been increasingly important in many
societal aspects. The role may include pursuing village development, negotiating
investments, as well as maintaining security and order within a village’s territory
(Warren 2007; Ramstedt 2013; Wardana 2019). However, the structural changing has
perpetuated marginalization of women yet further as the product of the increasingly
conservative tendencies of the adat village.
Against such marginalization, several Balinese women’s rights activists and
lawyers have put their struggles for the recognition of the rights of women. They
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have pursued their cause for the recognition by intervening and advocating for
gender perspectives within the Majelis Utama Desa Pekraman (MUDP), the Supreme
Council of Customary Villages at the provincial level. In the wider context of
Indonesia, their advocacy is relatively unique because Indonesian women’s rights
activists in general tend to be state and religion oriented in which the focus of their
advocacy is to influence the state as well as religious organizations, especially Islamic
organizations (see Wieringa 2005, 2006; Noerdin et al. 2007; Blackburn 2008). In
Bali, in fact, besides the state, the adat structure remains an essential polity that
governs the daily life of Balinese.
After a long process of advocacy, Balinese women’s rights activists managed to
put their agenda forward to the adat council. An important outcome of this intervention was the enactment of customary provisions for the recognition of the right of
women to inherit. This right is considered by them as essential for Balinese women
in accessing material resources which can be used to exercise their self-autonomy. To
date, those activists who have been able to occupy strategic positions in the council
have continued their advocacy. However, it remains to be seen how such position
is utilized strategically to bring about more fundamental changes in gender relation
within customary affairs.
Applying a socio-legal approach, this chapter will discuss the status of Balinese
women in Balinese customary law and examine the dynamics of women’s rights
advocacy within a well-known conservative institution in the island. The chapter
contributes to literature on Bali Studies which dominantly discusses customary
affairs within frameworks of pluralistic legal and institutional constellations (Geertz
1959; Warren 1993; Wardana 2019), adat empowerment and struggles (Warren 2007;
Wardana 2019), as well as identity politics (Schulte Nordholt 2007; Ramstedt 2013).
It adds to the literature by exploring new ground in the area of the agency of women in
the context of Balinese customary law, a theme that is underexplored with an exception of Helen Creese’s (2016) work. In addition, it also adds literature on gender
studies in Indonesia by addressing women’s questions in the contexts of adat law
while such questions in the literature are dominantly addressed within the context
of state and religion (Wieringa 2005, 2006; Noerdin et al. 2007; Blackburn 2008;
Rinaldo 2008). The chapter shows that the structural marginalization of women is
not exclusively attributed to the state and religious structures but in other societies it
is attributed as well to the adat institution, a structure that is often seen romantically
as a harmonious and sustainable community.
There are two questions asked here. They are: (a) how Balinese women’s rights
activists pursue empowerment in customary affairs; (b) what they have achieved
and what the limitations to these achievements are. Here, what I mean by empowerment can be explained through Kabeer’s (1999) three dimensions of empowerment:
resources, agency, and achievement. Resources are understood as not only material
resources in a conventional economic sense, but also legal and institutional resources
that can be mobilized for making future claims (Kabeer 1999: 437). In Bali, Wardana
(2018) has shown how adat law and its institutions have been regarded as a resource
for the environmental justice movement to be mobilized to support their cause. Apart
from this, agency is people’s capacity to define their own life choices and to pursue
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their own goals in order to participate in decision-making (Kabeer 1999, p. 437).
Then, achievement is a condition that is reached by women agencies by utilizing or
mobilizing their available resources (Kabeer 1999, p. 438).
Based on those conceptions, I argue that Balinese women’s rights activists have
opened women’s access to resources through the recognition of Balinese women’s
right of inheritance by the Supreme Council of Customary Village. However, the
primary focus on the issue of inheritance seems to have little effects on the ground
for several reasons. Moreover, it remains to be seen the extent to which this access
to resources would be able to be used by Balinese women to exercise their agency
in society in order to achieve structural changes in customary affairs.
The chapter is structured as follows: first, I will touch upon the literature on the
status of Balinese women in the customary law throughout the history. This part
provides a background setting on the position of Balinese women in customary
affairs; secondly, this will be followed by a discussion on the dynamics of women’s
rights activism in the Supreme Council of Customary Village as the highest institutional structure of Balinese customary villages; then, the achievements of such
activism and the limitations of the achievement will be examined, taking into consideration the complex nature of customary law and institutions in Bali; finally, several
conclusions based on the previous discussions are drawn.

Balinese Women in Customary Law
According to Noerdin et al. (2007) the power and gender relations in society are
informed by culture (related to values, beliefs and norms), structure (related to institutions both formal and informal through which decisions in the society are made), and
regulations (related to legal frameworks). Indonesia as the biggest Muslim country,
culturally, the perception of gender relation is strongly influenced by the dominant religious interpretation. In terms of structure, male politicians are dominating
the decision-making process within the state institutions where women’s interests
are very often disregarded. Meanwhile, many regulations constrain women to exercise their agency, for example: Marriage Law No. 1/1974. Before being revoked by
the Constitutional Court1 it stipulated different minimum ages of marriage between
women (16 years old) and men (19 years old) which might affect women’s inability
to access education and career leading to increasing women dependency towards
their husband, domestic violence, and divorce.
In the context of regulation, Bali is not an exception as national legislations are
applicable in the island. However, Bali has particular differences in terms of cultural
1 The Constitutional Court revokes the minimum age of married for women due to the fact that early

marriage for women may have negative effects for them in terms of education and reproductive
health. The court rules that the minimum age of married for women should be referred to Law
on Child Protection No. 35/2014 which stipulates that a woman should no longer be considered a
child when she is above 18 years old. Accordingly, the legitimate age for a woman to get married
is 18 years old (see Constitutional Court Decision No. 22/PUU-XV/2017).
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and structural conditions than that of Indonesia in general. Culturally, although one
observer says that Bali is a ‘Hindu Island in the sea of Islam’ (Picard 1996), gender
relation is not constructed by the interpretation of Hindu teachings. In fact, the Balinese Hindu religion is a belief system rooted in tradition and cultural practices instead
of being guided by the Hindu holy text. Hence, the tradition and practices vary across
Bali in accordance to the adage of desa-kala-patra (place, time, and circumstances).
Structurally, for Balinese society the adat institution plays a more significant role
than that of the religious institution. Being a Balinese means that someone should
be a member of adat community as his/her social life and ritual cycles are heavily
dependent upon the community. For instance in conducting cremation, they will need
to ask other adat members for help. Therefore, it is safe to say that culturally and
structurally the construction of gender within Balinese society is to the larger extent
informed by the locally rooted traditions and practices of which the adat village
structure plays a central role, rather than by interpretation of the religious scripts.
Indeed, Bali is a patrilineal society where patriarchal values define the position of
women in relation to family, property and society. The marginalization of Balinese
women starts from the time of their birth. This can be seen through the preference of
having a baby boy instead of a baby girl. A boy is seen as the future successor of his
family’s line. In an economically challenging family, daughters are given the least
opportunity to access education because they must assist their parents in making a
living. Once they are sexually matured, parents encourage them to get married so
that the family will be less burdened financially. Upon marriage, they leave their
family moving to their husband’s extended family and very often, they still remain
regarded as an ‘outsider’ in that family. If they get divorced the conditions become
much harder because they must leave their marital house and have no custody for
their children. If they return to their family of origin (mulih deha) they may also
face difficulties as they had left the family. This strongly deters Balinese women
from getting a divorce no matter how their husband and husband’s family treat them
(Creese 2016).
In the 1960s, Balinese women were highly politicized. They joined political parties
as well as women movement to demand emancipation. One of the prominent organizations in this regard was Gerakan Wanita Indonesia (Gerwani/Indonesian Women’s
Movement), a feminist wing of the Indonesian Communist Party. They promoted
literacy, campaigned for anti-polygamy, and were also actively involved in land
reform. However, when the 1965–1966 mass killings took place, they were hunted,
raped, jailed and even killed (Robinson 1995; Rhoads 2012). In the aftermath, military propaganda was widely circulated accusing Gerwani members and supporters
of sexual slander and painting them as models of amoral women (Roosa 2006; see
also Arivia and Subono 2017).
After years of political activism and following the massacre, women’s involvement in politics was viewed suspiciously by Suharto’s authoritarian regime. This led
to state-sponsored domestication of women through the introduction of a national
ideology of women: an ideal women as housewife serving family, community and
the state (Rhoads 2012; Suryakusuma 2011). For Balinese women, they have long
been treated as passive recipients of state policies, such as family planning whereby
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their bodies were controlled by the state. When the buzzword of ‘women’s emancipation’ appeared in the development discourse and practices in the mid-1990s, in Bali
the concept was understood as a matter of appearance of women in public sphere,
for instance through women playing a traditional gamelan (baleganjur wanita) in
local festivals (see Bakan 1997). This artificial response hardly touches the structural
conditions through which women on daily basis have been marginalized.
The transformation of mode of production from agriculture to the tourism industry
has also informed women’s role in the cultural practices. Although the tourism
industry was introduced in the colonial era by the Dutch colonial administration
(Vickers 2012), the industry had further developed rapidly under the authoritarian
regime of Suharto where in the five-year development plan, Bali was designated as
the centre for foreign exchange through tourism (Warren 1998). The development
of ‘cultural tourism’ in the 1970s was aimed at ensuring control of the industry in
Balinese’s hand has created what Picard (1996) calls as a ‘touristic culture’. The
glamorization of religious rituals is regarded as a linear implication of the increase
in welfare that has been provided by tourism (see Wardana 2019). Consequently,
this means that there has been more burden placed on women’s shoulders because
of their obligations in rituals.
These conditions have not changed in the decentralized era of Bali but rather they
have been further perpetuated. Although the pace of tourism expansion slowed due to
the economic and political crisis of the late 1990s, the tourism industry has resumed
its rapid growth following decentralization which allows district governments to
compete for regional revenues and the common practice of local elites rent-seeking
(Wardana 2019). As a result, tourism sites have expanded rapidly throughout the
island causing an increase the cost of living which in turn demands women gain extra
income for the family. Meanwhile, the primary role of Balinese women, according
to Luh Ketut Suryani, a conservative Balinese scholar, quoted in Goodlander (2012,
p. 56), remains to foster ‘balance and harmony within families’, or in other words,
undertaking domestic works.
In addition, decentralization in Bali has also brought the revival of local customary
institutions, desa adat, and the emergence of local identity through a discourse of Ajeg
Bali (Bali Stands Strong) (Schulte Nordholt 2007; Ramstedt 2013). Strengthening of
Balinese traditional institutions and cultural identity enhances the patriarchal values
that uphold the institutions and identity. Daniel Lev, quoted in Bakan (1997, p. 48),
once rhetorically asks, ‘[w]ho bears more responsibility for being “traditional” than
women[?]’. Accordingly, in Bali no others group than women who are subjected
further by such adat revival. Rhoads (2012, p. 45) also observes that ‘[i]n the [A]jeg
Bali discourse, women are repositioned as “keepers of tradition” and are encouraged
to be involved in the community through ritual work as opposed to politics’ (Rhoads
2012, p. 45).
A study conducted by Noerdin et al. (2007) finds that the acknowledgement of the
role of women in the public sphere remains lacking in local regulations. In Gianyar
District, Bali, for instance, the male-dominated institutions, both the state institution
and the adat institution, have prevented gender responsive budgeting (Noerdin et al.
2007). As a result, women are under-resourced while they bear triple burdens which
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have hindered their personal autonomy, such as accessing education, developing
careers and becoming politically active (Rhoads 2012).
Indeed, the consequences of the regional autonomy policy are not wholly negative
towards women. As shown by Noerdin et al. (2007), decentralization was also opened
up spaces of opportunities for women to participate in the public sphere as the basic
idea of decentralization has been to foster democracy and public participation. In
this regard, the post-authoritarian regime of Indonesia has also been indicated by a
dramatic increase in the numbers of civil society organizations, including women
organizations (Hikam 1999). The post-authoritarian state no longer sees civil society
organizations suspiciously as the constraint of state-sponsored development projects
but as a partner in development; this then leads to the reconstruction of the state-civil
society organizations relationship from confrontation to collaboration (Culla 2006).
In Bali, many civil society organizations focusing specifically on women issues
were established during this period. Among them were Bali Sruti and the Legal
Aid Institution (LBH) APIK, led by Luh Riniti, a local university lecturer, and Luh
Anggreni, a lawyer, respectively. Unlike Bali Sruti, a local organization dealing with
building awareness on gender equality, the LBH APIK is a national network organization to provide legal aid for women facing legal issues. Following the changing in
the nature of the state, including the regional government, that has been more accommodative to the discourse of gender mainstreaming and the fact that many women
organisations have focused their work to influence the state policies, Bali Sruti dan
LBH APIK shift their attention toward the adat institution as they are concerned with
the enhancement of patriarchal values brought by the increasing role of adat village
in the regional autonomy era.

Women’s Rights Activism in Customary Affairs
As mentioned above, besides providing an opportunity for adat revival, decentralization has also brought with it an opportunity for the emergence of local participation
and activism. This includes the opportunity of women to participate in politics where
women’s participation in the decision-making was encouraged. Women should take a
strategic position in state institutions so that they might put forward women-sensitive
policies. In Bali, although the quota 30% of women in parliament has been mandated
by laws and regulations dealing with political party and general election, participation of women in politics remain low. Rhoads (2012) argues that this is due to money
politics, the traumatic memory of Gerwani, and the revival of the conservative forces
of adat law and institutions that historically exclude women in decision-making.
Regarding the last point, Balinese women activists see that there is a need to intervene in customary law and its institutions to put forward women’s interests. This is
because in the pluralistic legal and institutional setting of Bali, having women’s interests accommodated in the state legal system is not enough as Balinese society prefers
to follow adat law at the expense of state law. Since 2010, the Majelis Utama Desa
Pakraman (MUDP/Supreme Council of Customary Villages) has been intervened by
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women activists in which several women’s agendas have been successfully adopted,
such as the recognition of women’s right of inheritance and the protection of children.
The activists who take a role in gendering the assembly are mostly urban middleclass, educated and professional women. They are led by Dr. Luh Riniti, the founder
of Bali Sruti who is also a former commissioner for the general election committee
of Bali Province. She has been supported by Luh Putu Anggreni from the Legal Aid
Institution for Women and Children (LBH APIK), and Luh Yastini, a lawyer for the
Legal Aid Institution (LBH) Bali before being selected as a commissioner for the
Regional Commission for the Protection of Children.
A question then arises on how they manage to get into the council that has long been
regarded as an ‘old men club’. Dr. Riniti enters the MUDP through intense discussions
and lobbying to the chairman of the assembly (Bendesa Agung Desa Pakraman).
Once the opportunity opened, she brought along her colleagues to participate in
many activities conducted by the council for building trust in the first place. As a
result of these interactions, Riniti with her colleagues were able to put forward a draft
decision on women’s right of inheritance which was finally adopted by the Council’s
assembly in 2010. The decision represents the first decision dealing with women
issues made by the assembly. This then opens a new door through which women’s
rights activists can engage further with the council.
In 2017, succeeding in playing an important role in the council, Dr. Riniti was
appointed as the chair of the organizing committee for the council’s general assembly
(pesamuhan). Historically, this was the first time a woman able to serve a strategic
position in the adat sphere. Riniti used her authority to guide the agendas to be
discussed in the assembly as well as to select the compositions of drafting teams
responsible for preparing draft decisions to be decided and adopted. In the 2017
assembly, by occupying the strategic position in the assembly, the women’s rights
activists pushed their agenda on the recognition of child rights. Eventually, the
assembly agreed to adopt such recognition.
Currently, they have been working to push the council in prohibiting child marriage
across Bali Island. The child marriage issue has been chosen due to Yastini’s position
as a commissioner of the Children Protection Commission of Bali Province. Yastini
observes that among long-standing problems leading to issues faced by women,
such as domestic violence, dependency, or divorce is the problem of early marriage
or child marriage. Hence, by prohibiting child marriage they believe the problems
can be partly addressed.
At the beginning, the women’s rights activists involved in advocacy within the
customary affairs were overlooked and viewed sceptically. Before Riniti and her
colleagues managed to enter the MUDP, they conducted ‘roadshow’ to seek for
supports from open-minded religious and customary leaders. Anggreni, for instance,
in her meeting with a prominent Hindu priest, was advised not to be too frontal
in advocating their cause. Albeit the fact that the priest supported her cause, he
was aware that culturally women speaking out in the public sphere might be seen
suspiciously, not to mention the cause that they speak for is about women’s rights,
a demand that may shake the existing gender relations of which the male power in
Balinese society is underpinned.
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However, they managed to neutralize the suspicion by mobilizing their resources
and persuaded the assembly to listen to their concerns. They use their educational
qualifications, for instance, having a doctorate degree, or public leadership experience, such as being a state commissioner, lawyer, or lecturer, to justify what they
argue for. As middle-class and professional women they are also self-sufficient and
economically well-off. By mobilizing these cultural and economic resources, they
aim to demonstrate that their agency is not based on a self-interest but rather a
collective interest of Balinese women in general.
However, the ways in which they conceive the collective interests of Balinese
women are partly informed by their middle-class position. This can be seen by the
fact that instead of advocating a more fundamental issue, such as women involvement
in decision-making, the right of inheritance was the first agenda put forward to the
adat council. In this regard, Riniti argues that:
If parents have assets, why cannot they give some [to their daughter]? This is a proof of
love from the parents. Heritage given by them for the daughter will be very useful for
her while living at her husband’s family. First, the heritage can boost her confidence; and
secondly, she may help her family when they needs money. If this happens, the incidence of
domestic violence will decrease. Moreover, if she gets divorce, she may build her [economic]
independency by utilising the heritage passed by her parents. (interview on 18/08/2018)

From the statement, Riniti sees the inheritance as a means of survival for women in
their marriage. Furthermore, built on Kabeer’s (1999) conception of empowerment,
this can also be interpreted that the right of inheritance becomes the first step for
pursuing empowerment, meaning that women empowerment should be started by
providing resources for them so that they can exercise their agency. Opening access
for women in decision-making will be meaningless if women themselves are not
able to articulate what their interests are. Considering the fact that decision-making
process is a struggle structured by the existing relation of power, men will remain the
dominant actor in the process while women will be the passive participant. This is a
typical tokenistic participation in a decision-making process which is not necessarily
empowering women.
In the practical level, it appears also that the chosen of the right of inheritance
shows the tactical strategy of the women’s rights activists to start their intervention
within the council through a less controversial issue. In addition, as the members
of the council are also a parent who may have daughters, the idea of recognizing
the right of inheritance may have an appeal for them in providing a customary legal
basis to support their daughters when they get married. Previously, they might transfer
their asset to the daughter secretly so that other members of extended family did not
know about since this might reduce the amount of assets that were supposed to be
transferred to the male members in the family.
Despite their successful advocacy, they also face challenges. Yastini mentions that
women movement, not only in Bali but also in other places in Indonesia, very often
find difficulties because of the values in society in which women should not be in
the public sphere. Moreover, when she was working for the Legal Aid Institution for
Bali representative, she observes that many potential women actively were involved
in the organization, but once they got married they gradually returned to the domestic
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sphere. Consequently, they had to repress their potential and gave up their dream. For
the women’s movement, this means that women organizations would face a classic
problem of regeneration.
Another barrier for women in participating in customary affairs is often related
to communication skills. In traditional meetings and assemblies, people participated
should acquire a proper language of high Balinese. Without this language skills, they
cannot participate meaningfully. This has been experienced by Dr. Riniti as well.
She mentions that,
when serving as the chair to the general assembly, I had to struggle to learn the high Balinese
language. So far, not many Balinese women have been mastering the language as they rarely
use the language in the daily setting. Men are more able to acquire the language as they get
involved in traditional meetings and assemblies. (interview on 18/08/2018)

Even when a woman does have ability to speak in a high Balinese language, it
does not mean that she can speak freely in customary affairs. As discussed above,
there is an inherent constraint within the adat structure in which only male members
are given the right to participate in making decisions. Therefore, once women have
access to resources through the recognition of the right of inheritance, their future
agenda will be opening access for women in decision-making within the adat sphere.
This agenda will be more contentious than that of the demand for the recognition of
the right of inheritance or of child rights. It will be interesting to look at how this
will come about.

Achievements and Limitations
One important outcome of the intervention in the adat council has been the enactment
of customary provisions on the recognition of the right of women to inherit. The
right was adopted by the council in 2010. This issue was advocated based on the
assumption that Balinese women’s access to resources would be improved if they
had the right to inherit through which they could also use in exercising their agency
in the society. The customary law on inheritance stipulates that those who have a
right to inheritance are decided based on someone’s position in undertaking three
responsibilities (swadarma). They are: (1) the religious responsibility to God and
ancestors (parahyangan); (2) the social responsibility to participate in customary
affairs (pawongan); and (3) the environmental responsibility to manage family’s
properties, such as house, land and natural resources (palemahan). In those three
responsibilities, in fact, women (wife or mother) in the family play more roles than
man (husband or father). In the context of parahyangan, for instance, the women
who take the responsibility for conducting religious rituals on a daily basis.
In its decision, the Supreme Council of Customary Villages (MUDP) No.
01/Kep/PSM-3/MDP BALI/X/2010 rules that inheritance for women is only derived
from parent’s joint marital assets. This means that a woman is not entitled to inherit
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from the ancestral assets in which they are only passed down to the man who undertakes the three responsibilities (swardarma) in the family. Regarding the amount of
inheritance, the decision stipulates that a female heir inherits a half of male’s proportion. Although this proportion seems to be insignificant compared to their brothers,
the recognition of the right to inherit for Balinese women at very least represent a
progressive move for Balinese adat law where previously they did not get inheritance
whatsoever even from the parent’s joint marital asset.
Despite such achievements the recognition of women’s right of inheritance has
a little effect on the grounds for at least three reasons. Firstly, this is due to the
nature of inheritable assets. In this regard, there are two types of inheritable assets
in Balinese customary law which are: (1) druwe tengah (a property that is passed
through generations for those who take the three swardama or the ancestral asset);
(2) gunakaya (a property acquired during marriage or the joint marital asset). The
council’s decision only stipulates the joint marital asset as the form of the inheritable
asset because the ancestral asset is given to the male heir (purusha) who bears
the responsibility of the family compound, including family’s temples. Given the
Balinese marriage system is based on patrilineal, a woman who gets married is
regarded to have left her family of origin to moves into her husband’s extended
family. It is assumed that she may enjoy the benefits from her husband’s ancestral
assets.
Secondly, as a result of the first point, the right of inheritance is primarily a
middle-class issue. To the larger extent the right of inheritance benefits women from
upper-middle-class families who have joint marital assets (gunakaya) available to be
transferred. Meanwhile, such right would have no effect for women whose family of
origin is economically challenging in which they rarely possess valuable properties
in the form of joint marital assets to pass down.
Thirdly, and more importantly, the other constraint to get the right implemented is
coming from the existing structure of adat law and institutions in Bali. Adat autonomy
in Bali, including the ability to generate customary rules and decision-making, is
placed at the village level based on the principle of desa-kala-patra (place, time and
circumstances). This has made Balinese customary laws very diverse from one village
to the others. The Supreme Council of Customary Villages located at the provincial
level is never regarded as having a central position in rule and decision-making
because it is seen as merely a forum of adat chiefs (bendesa) without any authority
to generate customary rules. This can be seen from the nature of adat leadership in
Bali where according to Warren (1993) an adat chief is under a ‘constant negotiation’
with the members of the customary village. Accordingly, strategic decisions affected
the village as a whole should be taken based on consensus through a village assembly
(pesamuan) rather than decided by the chief himself.
Consequently, decisions made by the adat council including the recognition of
the right of inheritance are not automatically binding at the village level. To be
legally binding, a further step needs to be taken to ‘ratify’ the decision by conducting
paruman at the village level. Hence, the adoption of the council’s decision by an
adat village would be determined by the local dynamics of power. However, adat
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village as the space of struggle is rarely intervened by women’s rights activists whose
strategy remains focus on the provincial level institutions.
From an optimistic point of view, despite being ignored at the village levels, the
decision of the assembly has progressed upward through the state legal regime. The
decision has been recognized by the court, with cases on women inheritance being
heard. For instance, the Verdict of the Civil Court of Denpasar No. 52/Pdt.G/2013/PN
DPS rules that daughters have the right to inherit from their late father and if they are
underage the inheritance is managed by their mother. In the judges’ consideration,
the judges state that the decision is based on the progressive development of Balinese
customary law, and takes justice for women seriously.

Conclusion
The fall of Suharto in 1998 brought a change in state structure, with a move
from centralism to decentralism. This change provides political opportunities for
two seemingly paradoxical tendencies. On the one hand, it has led to the revival
of customary norms and institution (adat) and the reemergence of ‘undemocratic,
gender-biased customary institutions and stereotyped, conservative gender roles in
Bali’ (Rhoads 2012, p. 45). On the other hand, decentralization has opened space for
women-led activism at the local level to put forward their rights into the government
agenda.
As Balinese society is ruled by a dual governance model, women’s rights activism
could not only be focused on advocating their interests in reforming the state’s policies but it also must address the customary institutions that have long legitimized the
subordination of Balinese women. Although women’s rights activists have managed
to advance women’s right of inheritance by getting it recognized in a decision of
the Supreme Council of Customary Village, the application of this decision remains
limited. This is due to the scope of the decision, the nature of the issue and the structure of adat institutions. It should therefore not be assumed that provisions stipulated
by the assembly will necessarily be followed by a change in customary practices at
the village level.
Nevertheless, the agenda of Balinese women’s rights activists so far should be
seen as a strategy to create access and to mobilize resources. In this regard, the
customary legal order should also be seen as an institutional resource mobilized by
women to justify their claims over cultural and economic resources needed for the
basis in exercising their agency at the local levels. The next site of struggle to bring
a meaningful effect on what they have achieved at the provincial level is the adat
structure at the village level. As many observers note, Balinese customs are fluid and
dynamic (Warren 1993; Rhoads 2012; Wardana 2019), a ‘reform from below’ can
only be achieved through organizing women villagers and building their capacity to
conduct advocacy for themselves in their respective adat village.

3 Gendering Adat Law: Women’s Rights Activists …

43

References
Arivia, G., & Subono, N. I. (2017). A hundred years of feminism in Indonesia: An analysis of actors,
debates and strategies. Jakarta: Friedrich-Ebert-Shiftung.
Bakan, M. (1997). From oxymoron to reality: Agendas of gender and the rise of Balinese women’s
‘Gamelan baleganjur’ in Bali, Indonesia. Asian Music, 29(1), 37–85.
Blackburn, S. (2008). Indonesian women and political Islam. Journal of Southeast Asian Studies,
39(1), 83–105.
Creese, H. (2016). The legal status of widows and divorcees (Janda) in Colonial Bali. Indonesia
and the Malay World, 44, 84–103.
Culla, A. S. (2006). Rekonstruksi civil society: Wacana dan Aksi Ornop di Indonesia. Jakarta:
PL3ES.
Geertz, C. (1959). Form and variation in Balinese village structure. American Anthropologist, 61,
991–1012.
Goodlander, J. (2012). Gender, power, and puppets: Two early women dalangs in Bali. Asian Theatre
Journal, 29(1), 54–77.
Griffiths, J. (1986). What is legal pluralism? Journal of Legal Pluralism and Unofficial Law, 24,
1–55.
Hikam, M. A. S. (1999). Islam, Demokratisasi dan Pemberdayaan Civil Society. Jakarta: Erlangga.
Kabeer, N. (1999). Resources, agency, achievements: Reflections on the measurement of women’s
empowerment. Development and Change, 30, 435–464.
Noerdin, E., Aripurnami, S., & Muchtar, Y. (2007). Decentralization as a narrative of opportunity
for Women in Indonesia. Jakarta: Women Research Institute.
Parker, L. (2003). From subjects to citizens: Balinese villagers in the Indonesian Nation-State.
Copenhagen: Nordic Institute of Asian Studies.
Parker, L. (2016). The theory and context of the stigmatisation of widows and divorcees (Janda) in
Indonesia. Indonesia and the Malay World, 44, 7–26.
Picard, M. (1996). Cultural and touristic culture (D. Darling, Trans.). Singapore: Archipelago Press.
Ramstedt, M. (2013). Religion and disputes in Bali’s New Village jurisdictions. In F. von BendaBeckmann, K. von Benda-Beckmann, M. Ramstedt, & B. Turner (Eds.), Religion in disputes:
Pervasiveness of religious normativity in disputing processes (pp. 111–128). New York: Palgrave
Macmillan.
Rhoads, E. (2012). Women’s political participation in Indonesia: Decentralisation, money politics
and collective memory in Bali. Journal of Current Southeast Asian Affairs, 31(2), 35–56.
Rinaldo, R. (2008). Envisioning the nation: Women activists, religion and the public sphere in
Indonesia. Social Forces, 86(4), 1781–1804.
Robinson, G. (1995). The dark side of paradise: Political violence in. Ithaca and London: Cornell
University Press.
Roosa, J. (2006). Pretext of mass murder: The September 30th Movement and Suharto’s Coup d’Etat
in Indonesia. Wisconsin: University of Wisconsin Press.
Schulte Nordholt, H. (2007). Bali, an open fortress 1995–2005: Regional autonomy, electoral
democracy and entrenched identities. Singapore: NUS University Press.
Suryakusuma, J. (2011). State Ibuism: The social construction of womanhood in the new order
Indonesia. Depok: Komunitas Bambu.
Vickers, A. (2012). Bali: A paradise created (2nd ed.). Tokyo, Vermont and Singapore: Tuttle
Publishing.
von Benda-Beckmann, F. (2002). Who’s afraid of legal pluralism. Legal Pluralism and Unofficial
Law, 47, 37–82.
Wardana, A. (2018). Legal engineering in a contest over space in Bali. Australian Journal of Asian
Law, 19(1), 1–12.
Wardana, A. (2019). Contemporary Bali: Contested space and governance. Singapore: Palgrave
Macmillan.

44

Y. P. Dewi

Warren, C. (1993). Adat and dinas: Balinese communities in the Indonesian state. Kuala Lumpur
and New York: Oxford University Press.
Warren, C. (1998). Tanah lot: The cultural and environmental politics of resort development in Bali.
In P. Hirsch & C. Warren (Eds.), The politics of environment in Southeast Asia: Resources and
resistance (pp. 229–261). London and New York: Routledge.
Warren, C. (2007). Adat in balinese discourse and practice: Locating citizenship and the commonweal. In J. Davidson & D. Henley (Eds.), The revival of tradition in Indonesian politics: The
deployment of adat from colonialism to indigenism (pp. 170–202). London and New York:
Routledge.
Wieringa, S. E. (2005). Gender harmony and the happy family: Islam, gender, and sexuality in
Post-Reformasi Indonesia. South East Asia Research, 23(1), 27–44.
Wieringa, S. E. (2006). Islamization in Indonesia: Women Activists’ Discourse. Signs, 32(1), 1–8.

Yogi Paramitha Dewi is a researcher at the Center for Southeast Asian Social Studies (CESASS),
Universitas Gadjah Mada, Yogyakarta, Indonesia. She holds a Bachelor of Laws and a Master of
Laws from Udayana University, Bali, Indonesia. Her research interests include: the nexus between
law and gender, human rights, women in Asia, Bali Studies, and women movement. She actively
disseminates her opinions in newspapers and her academic articles has been published among
others by the Asia-Pacific Journal of Human Rights and the Law, and Jurnal Advokasi.

Chapter 4

Sexuality as Struggle: Michel
Houellebecq and the South East Asian
Sex Trade
Klem James

Whereas France has a renowned history of travel literature, Michel Houellebecq is
the first novelist to explore the effects of modern mass tourism, including its link to
the sex trade. In a Youtube clip Houellebecq (2001) comments in documentary style
on the lives of the sex workers in the Thai city of Pattaya and it is this observational
approach which is taken up again in Platform, the novel which will be the focus
of this chapter (and which contains most of his depictions of the South East Asian
sex trade). The protagonist of the novel, Michel, is the cliché of a sex tourist; in Ní
Loingsigh’s view (2005), one in an array of stereotypes of the modern package tour,
which are persuasively represented by Houellebecq. Yet there is more to the novel
than cliché and caricature. Platform may be fiction but, writes Morrey (2017, p. 72),
it has been crafted as an ‘ethnographically styled reportage’ on the phenomena of
package tourism, where Houellebecq engages ‘in a detailed work of documentation
in preparation for writing his novels, an approach that is not without recalling that
of the great naturalist writer Émile Zola’ (Morrey 2017, p. 2). While Houellebecq
is commonly represented as the provocateur-in-chief of the French literary world,
he is also a chronicler of our times and observer of the mores which define them
(however degenerate or unseemly they may appear). To a large extent, his work thus
harks back to the naturalist (or naturalist-leaning) writing of the nineteenth century,
as embodied by Balzac, Zola, Maupassant and Huysmans.
Contemporary mores and behaviours are explored in Platform via a focus on the
individual’s private life in the neoliberal world-order of today. In such an order, the
physical desirability of humans comes to resemble an abstract form of currency, the
value of which depends upon the level of interest garnered from others. In other words,
the liberalism of contemporary capitalist society picks its winners and losers not only
in the world of business but in the personal domain of sexual relations. This theoretical
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perspective informs a number of his novels, not least his earlier work, Whatever, in
which he first announces that: ‘Just like unrestrained economic liberalism, and for
similar reasons, sexual liberalism produces phenomena of absolute pauperization.
[…] It’s what is known as the “law of the market”’ (Houellebecq 2011). The advent
of ‘sexual liberalism’ and differentiation is taken as an inevitable consequence of the
1960s sexual revolution (which ushered in an age of free erotic expression and elective
partnerships) as well as the increasingly cut-throat individualism of capitalism. To be
clear, his focus is on the losers of this liberalism and its psychological ramifications.
The originality of Platform is to depict the complementarity and ineluctable attraction
between those individuals who, on the one hand, have high sexual capital but low
financial net worth and those, on the other, with substantial financial means but little
sexual recognition in their social milieu:
you have several hundred million Westerners who have everything they could want but no
longer manage to obtain sexual satisfaction: they spend their lives looking, but they don’t
find it and they are completely miserable. On the other hand, you have several billion people
who have nothing, who are starving, who die young, who live in conditions unfit for human
habitation and who have nothing left to sell except their bodies and their unspoiled sexuality.
It’s simple, really simple to understand: it’s an ideal trading opportunity. (Houellebecq 2003,
p. 242)

It may be objected that Houellebecq’s identification of an interdependency
between the people of ‘the West’ and the ‘developing world’ is distasteful and reductive, as is the implication that inhabitants of the latter are frequently destitute with
only their bodies left to sell. As true as it is that this view may lead to a woeful
misreading of non-Western cultures, it is equally true that these ideas form a central
thesis within Houellebecq’s work. Whether these are the playfully provocative assertions of a fabricated literary persona or reflect a reactionary outlook on the part of the
author (a point which remains the subject of fervid debate), his oeuvre is, I believe, all
the more worthy of analysis because it allows us to establish the extent (and the limits)
of his realism which abounds in his work (even if it is crass and ugly). Naturalist
works, as the gritty outgrowth of realism, traditionally detailed ‘the dark harshness of
life, including poverty, racism, prejudice, disease, prostitution, filth, etc. They were
often very pessimistic and frequently criticized for being too blunt’ (https://www.new
worldencyclopedia.org/entry/Naturalism_(literature)). In identifying the undifferentiated representations of Houellebecq’s work that might be deemed sexist, racist,
orientalizing, etc., we can better understand the malaise and disunity of the societies
which foment such prejudice and hostility, a first critical step in challenging these
hidebound mindsets.
Returning to the quotation above, we might agree that Houellebecq sounds
sweeping in his judgements, particularly of the West and developing countries. On
the other hand, he makes a cogent point about the worth of individuals in any locality
of the world being reduced to differing amounts of capital in a system of free-market
economics. It is this notion that I believe holds the key to an original explication of
the novel Platform and which calls for a congenial interpretative framework such as
is offered by Chris Ryan and Colin Hall in their theory of sex tourism (as expounded
in their book Sex Tourism: Marginal People and Liminalities). The two theorists
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apply a neo-Marxist reading to the opening part of their work, in which sex worker
and sex tourist are largely depicted as pawns in the same political system:
both tourist and prostitute are symbols of, and actors seeking, needs generated by a wider
social context formed by the modern era ushered in by the Industrial Revolution. […] As
marginal people, both tourists and prostitutes have had, at least in Western societies, their
roles defined by hegemonies of power, and unless regard is paid to those structures, then at
best any description of sex tourism remains but that – a description. (Ryan and Hall 2001,
p. 1)

Eschewing the purely descriptive, this chapter seeks to analyse Platform with
reference to the theories of Ryan and Hall not only to expose the hegemonic power
structures of neoliberalism into which tourists and sex workers are inscribed but to
examine the social ramifications and inequities of these structures.

Humans as Capital in the Age of Industrialization
Our analysis begins with the exploitation of sex workers and tourists as a by-product
of the industrial age which allowed capitalist practices to thrive and, in so doing,
popularized the commodification of human services. According to Ryan and Hall
(2001, pp. 9, 35) the wide-scale industrialization resulting from this era has resulted
in ordinary workers becoming like cogs in a proverbial machine as their lives are
subordinated to the demands of their labour. As a consequence, they feel increasingly
alienated from their bodies and defer any gratification of the senses for much of the
year (Ryan and Hall 2001, pp. 10–11). Quoting Marx (1964, p. 63), Ryan and Hall
demonstrate that the working individual has been reduced to ‘a being alien to him,
into a means to his individual existence. It estranges man’s own body from him, as it
does eternal nature and his spiritual essence, his human being’ (2001, p. 11). He or
she subsequently attempts to overcome such alienation, whether legally or illicitly, in
the temporal marginality of their vacation. The tourist industry as a whole has arisen
out of the increasing dehumanization of work and the need to find sanctioned escape
from it; as such, it aspires to reward the toil and effort of work, while seeking to make
huge profits and becoming increasingly commodified to suit a new class of consumers
(inclusive of sex tourists) (Ryan and Hall 2001, pp. 9–10). Seabrook (1996, pp. 114–
115; Ryan and Hall 2001, p. 29), whom they quote, affirms that it is the mounting
sense of isolation among the workers of the developed world which leads them into
forms of congress that are increasingly intimate in nature: ‘Westerners think that
sex is the ultimate human experience. […] Because the farangs [Westerners] are so
lonely, because they are such isolated individuals, they imagine that it is through
sex that human beings come closest to one another’. Western workers’ sense of
alienation should not be seen as the sole cause of (or even the justification for) the
proliferation of the sex trade in developing countries (as confirmed by the arguments
of this chapter), but this is one facet of the problem which is of particular interest to
Houellebecq.
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In Platform, Michel the protagonist is depicted as an alienated and disaffected
member of French society. He is unmarried and without family ties (he speaks
scathingly about his estranged father whose death is announced at the start of the
novel). He is cynical, anti-social and a slave to routine. Employed as an accounts
manager for the Ministry of Culture, while taking no interest in culture itself, Michel
is unable to pursue a meaningful life beyond the confines of his work. In analysing
how his professional life has stymied his social interactions he concedes ‘my temperament, however, was less than warm and I had failed to make any real friends. […]
Why, in my work, had I never shown a passion comparable to Marie Jeanne’s? Why
had I never shown any real passion in my life in general?’ (Houellebecq 2003, p. 26).
Michel characterizes Westerners in general as ‘working hard’ and as having ‘too
much work’ for sexual adventure of the type which sexual tourism affords (Houellebecq 2003, pp. 145, 299, 330). Arguably, this represents a skewed and Eurocentric
view of working life (for employees the world over can be found working hard);
yet Houellebecq is clearly preoccupied by the collusion of life-denying forces that
characterize life in contemporary France. Work is central among these as numerous
other references reveal. The character who, for example, becomes Michel’s girlfriend in the second half of the novel, Valérie, is described as returning from work
‘so exhausted that she hadn’t the energy to make love’ (Houellebecq 2003, p. 176).
Her colleague and senior, Jean-Yves, is likewise depicted as taking ‘work home at
weekends’, working ‘twelve to fourteen hours a day’ yet no longer sleeping with his
wife (Houellebecq 2003, pp. 143, 149–150). Throughout most of the novel, JeanYves’ emotional (and sexual) life are portrayed as wretched to the point that Michel
considers him the epitome of Western sexuality’s decline (Houellebecq 2003, p. 241).
Towards the end of Platform, Jean-Yves unwittingly succumbs to sex tourism on a
business trip to Cuba, where he falls for the charms of a jinetera (Cuban prostitute)
posing as a dancer (Houellebecq 2003, pp. 246–247).
There is within the novel a recurring motif of characters being consumed and
stultified by their work in the West only to embark upon a new life in South East
Asia (and other parts of the world), which is replete with sexual adventure. Robert,
a sex tourist, summarizes his escape from working life as follows:
When he can, a Westerner works; he often finds his work frustrating or boring, but he pretends
to find it interesting: this much is obvious. At the age of fifty, weary of teaching, of maths,
of everything, I decided to see the world. […] My first trip was to Thailand; immediately
after that I left for Madagascar. Since then, I haven’t fucked a white woman… (Houellebecq
2003, p. 112)

The view of Thai (and non-Occidental) women, that might be inferred from his
utterances, is obnoxiously crude and fetishizing, though also bespeaks an unacknowledged loathing of self and homeland that is perhaps even more significant. Lest we
believe that Platform casts a sympathetic eye upon all sex tourists, the narrator’s
depiction of Robert is deeply unflattering: with a ‘dour face, fixed in a bitter rictus’,
his gaze is ‘without a hint of affability’ and overall he appears a ‘finished, a broken
man’ (Houellebecq 2003, p. 116). Moreover, as discussed in the third section of this
chapter, Robert serves to embody a certain type of marginal sex tourist existing in
reality.
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Michel and Valérie similarly decide to abandon their lives as workaholics in the
West in pursuit of greater pleasure in Thailand. When Jean-Yves questions Valérie
on the sense in doing so, she retorts:
It’s not me who’s strange, it’s the world around me. Do you really want to buy yourself a
Ferrari cabriolet? A holiday home in Deauville, which will only get burgled anyway? To
work ninety hours a week until you’re sixty? […] The only thing the Western world has to
offer is designer products. (Houellebecq 2003, p. 328)

Here, she accuses not only the system of Western neoliberalism, which has made
them slaves to their profession but its entrenchment of materialist (and consumerist)
values, which further alienate individuals from one another, offering neither real
pleasure nor communion (the irony that Thailand is no less enthralled by free-market
economics is evidently lost on her).
As capitalism seeks to extract maximum profit from its workers globally, it crudely
assigns them an abstract economic value dependant on their productivity and usefulness to a particular enterprise or market. Under capitalism labour is thus commodified,
with the skills and assets of labourers being similarly appraised in purely monetary
terms (Ryan and Hall 2001, p. 11). Such a system can only be complicit in fostering
the sex industry, in which—more than any other—a person’s natural assets determine the nature of their working life and, ultimately, their financial worth. Where
employment opportunities are greatly limited and government welfare programmes
restricted, the vulnerable and dispossessed are potentially more liable to engage in
this form of trade for the sake of their survival—and to be exploited as a result of so
doing (Ryan and Hall 2001, pp. 21, 98, 119, 133). As Ryan and Hall (2001, p. 21)
affirm: ‘some women are exploited due to the poverty of their families, a poverty
located within global systems of wealth and power’.
A distinct echo of these ideas is to be found in Houellebecq’s novel, in the claim
that Michel makes that, in a free-market system, the selling of sexual services is no
different from the monetization of other human aptitudes (that is to say, of the skills
and knowledge sought in more conventional forms of employment): ‘If sex was really
to come into the category of tradable commodities, the best solution was probably to
involve money, that universal mediator’ (2003, p. 298). Illustrative of this principle,
Michel describes Thai sex workers ‘staring at themselves in the mirror, keenly aware
that their beauty alone constitutes a crucial economic advantage’ (Houellebecq 2003,
p. 316).
The economic indigence which leads to the selling of these women’s services
is discussed by a number of characters in Platform. While this risks reinforcing the
orientalizing stereotype of South East Asian, the novel does at least mitigate this view
with a number of qualifiers. These include: that the poverty in question is geospecific
(being concentrated in rural parts of North Eastern Thailand) and that political and
colonial forces have helped foster and maintain the country’s thriving sex industry.
A fellow participant in the package holiday to Thailand, Josiane, laments that
‘fat yobs can just come over here and take advantage of these girls’ poverty with
impunity. […] they all come from the north and the northeast, the poorest regions of
the whole country’ (Houellebecq 2003, p. 71). Michel observes that sex work presents
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itself as the most obvious recourse for those with limited financial means, who live
in squalid conditions with barely enough to eat and who die young (Houellebecq
2003, p. 237). He recounts one sex worker’s admission that she had resorted to
prostitution out of financial hardship to maintain her two fatherless children and
aged parents (Houellebecq 2003, p. 118). The novel thereby references some of the
difficulties faced by young women in South East Asia in precarious or challenging
socio-economic circumstances; in particular, when offspring are obliged to pay the
old-age pension of their parents or an absent father fails to pay parental support to
his former partner. According to Claire and Cottingham (1982, p. 208), who are
specifically cited by Ryan and Hall (2001, p. 136), Asian sex workers who flee
rural poverty to pursue one of the few forms of urban employment open to them
are ‘victims of the double standard. Women who have been raped, jilted, or taken
advantage of no longer fit the chaste wife-mother-sister ideal and are ostracized by
nearly all sectors of society’.
The economic disparities endured by these working women are not only the
product of the industrial age (/its propagation of capitalist practices) but of the
economic colonialism or neo-colonialism which compound many of the inequities
inherent in capitalism. In the context of Platform, we might consider the exploitative
practices introduced into Thailand during the Cold War, which are also referenced
in the novel. Ryan and Hall (2001, pp. 11–12) assert that in this time the US aspired
to tighten its political grip over foreign territories in an attempt to contain the spread
of Communism. Notably in the 1960s, the US used Thailand as a base from which
to exert influence over Vietnam (and other neighbouring countries); Thai women
thus became the ‘comfort girls’ of American soldiers and the adult-themed nightlife
for which the country is now famous began to flourish. It was hoped pro-Western
Thailand would prosper economically and get ahead of its unstable and politically
antagonistic neighbours. For this reason, the Thai government and the World Bank,
with the tacit approval of the US, underwrote a deal to facilitate a more niche form
of tourism in which the sex industry’s ascent (and further income to the country)
were virtually guaranteed (Bishop and Robinson 1998, p. 99, cited by Ryan and Hall
2001, pp. 11–12).
Some of the characters in Platform similarly relate how the rampant sex trade in
Thailand’s ports cities harks back to the US military presence in the country. Robert,
who joins Michel on a package holiday to the kingdom, describes his experience of
the city of Pattaya as ‘dedicated to lust and debauchery. The Americans were the
first to go there, during the Vietnam War; after that, a lot of English and Germans;
now, you get a lot of Russians and Poles. […] It’s Sodom and Gomorrah combined’
(Houellebecq 2003, p. 73). His statement reads almost as a summary of the waves of
would-be colonizers seeking to apprehend and sexually conquer the cultural other.
In a newspaper article handed to Michel, the editor of Libération singles out the
Thai government for its lenient attitude to prostitution and its breaches of democracy
(Houellebecq 2003, p. 341). Josiane explains how Thailand’s unscrupulous (military,
political) elites have maintained control of the country’s sex trade on account of its
profitable nature:

4 Sexuality as Struggle: Michel Houellebecq …

51

“It was a scandal that the Thai government tolerated such things. The international community had to do something. […] It was scandalous, but it was hardly surprising; it was obvious
that most of these places (brothels, that was the only word for them) were owned by generals;
that told you what kind of protection they had. (Houellebecq 2003, p. 71)

At another point in the novel Michel develops a plot for a movie entitled ‘The
Massage Room’ in which a Yale student falls in love with a Thai prostitute imprisoned
in her job by a Chinese mafia group that is backed by a Thai general (Houellebecq
2003, pp. 109–110). Although Michel’s musings are somewhat tongue-in-cheek,
they intimate a knowledge of the types of oppression which can be traced back to
Thailand’s ruling elites, and particularly the Thai military, one of the primary power
brokers in the country (whose ties with the sex industry have been demonstrated by
Enloe 1993; Sanghera 1998; Burke 2017).

Marketing Clichés of the Cultural (/Sexual) Other
Many of the individuals and businesses in the novel, which endeavour to outmanoeuvre their immediate competitors to avoid liquidation and collapse (Houellebecq
2003, p. 158). Valérie describes capitalist society as ‘a permanent state of war’ with
life therein representing ‘a constant struggle’, which never reaches an end (Houellebecq 2003, p. 284). In recognition of this principle, Valérie’s tour company resorts
to the promise of sexual encounters to lure ever an greater number of holidaymakers
to areas rife with sex tourism: ‘that’s the capitalist principle: if you don’t move
forward, you’re dead […]. If we want to keep our advantage, we have to innovate…’
(Houellebecq 2003, p. 195).
Ryan and Hall (2001, p. 32) similarly demonstrate how, in reality, the tourist
industry sometimes seeks to establish a competitive advantage via marketing
campaigns which tantalize potential holidaymakers through an objectification of
the female form. Even advertisements for conventional holiday packages are shown
to contain seductive female models, which evoke the pleasure of the beach holiday.
Such models embody not only young, pleasure-seeking female tourists in the prime
of their life but the indigenous females at the holiday resort that the (male) traveller
might expect to encounter. Tour operators thus eroticize the female subjects of their
publicity in an attempt to capture the male gaze: ‘With all tourist sites, commerce
depends on the construction of a desirable other – often one that titillates as well as
appeals – capable of attracting outsiders’ (Bishop and Robinson 1998, p. 61).
In Platform, Michel is captivated by a package tour which appears to offer him
the pleasure and sensual indulgence which his life in France denies. His reason for
choosing the holiday circuit in Thailand is that ‘the brochure was very well done,
sure to tempt the average punter’ (Houellebecq 2003, p. 28). In Thailand, he soon
takes advantage of his role within what Ryan and Hall (2001, p. 1) term ‘an economically empowered marginality’. On a holiday which expands his opportunities for
consumption ‘not only is shopping increasingly understood as the moral equivalent
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of sightseeing for the tourist, but the tourist locale – even the land itself – is represented as consumable goods’ (Bishop and Robinson 1998, p. 108; Ryan and Hall
2001, p. 137). While this begins with comfortable sun-loungers, parasols, bottles
of Sprite and restaurants (Houellebecq 2003, p. 105), Michel soon makes use of
his relative affluence to buy the sensual gratification which the constraints of life at
home are unable to provide. Throughout his stay, he procures the sexual services of
women, whom he distastefully treats as little more than human commodities for his
consumption. He admits that: ‘As a wealthy European, I could obtain food and the
services of women more cheaply in other countries; as a decadent European […] I
could see no reason to deprive myself of such things’ (Houellebecq 2003, p. 299).
According to Ana Filipa Prata (2014, p. 34), Platform portrays those modern
tourist sites which become ‘non-places’ as unquestioning visitors descend upon them,
revealing only a superficial appreciation of their surroundings and minimal ‘interrogation or interaction with otherness’. These non-places are defined by a variety of
tourist rituals that could occur anywhere and which reduce them to generic ‘spaces
for consumption’ (Prata 2014, p. 38). Benjamin Boysen asserts that the Houellebecquian oeuvre (inclusive of Platform) is characterized by a form of priapism, a
medical term referring to a chronic erection, but conceived figuratively by Boysen
(2016, p. 478) as the unrelenting pleasure imperative of capitalism: ‘Houellebecq
claims that today we are enslaved by an obligation to enjoy: capitalist advertising
and the market society dictate that we must enjoy sex, work, family, leisure, food,
and other things’.
Valérie, who is the de facto voice of the tourist industry within the novel, discusses
different forms of holiday that attempt to inveigle the tourist into physical indulgence.
She reveals how holiday clubs for 18 to 30-year-old Westerners for a long time insinuated the possibility of sexual encounter (while acknowledging that they have now
become an outmoded and unsuccessful formula in need of replacement). Her efforts
to improve her company’s fortunes by re-connecting the idea of the holiday with that
of pleasure (and sexual encounter) lead her to the acknowledgement that ‘exoticerotic’ destinations are among the most lucrative (Houellebecq 2003, pp. 240–241,
254–256). She thus develops a new range of package tours (the so-called ‘Eldorado
Aphrodite’ range) in countries like Thailand whose target market consists primarily
of would-be sex tourists. The true purpose of the tours is, however, concealed by the
euphemistic product description tourisme de charme (Houellebecq 2003, p. 266). In
fact, all aspects of the Eldorado tours become veiled references to the prospect of
an erotic encounter, down to the furnishings of the hotel rooms which are adapted
to make them more sexually evocative (Houellebecq 2003, p. 265). In attempting to
help Valérie market these new holiday products, Michel devises the campaign motto
‘Eldorado Aphrodite: Because pleasure is a right’ (Houellebecq 2003, p. 256), a
slogan which evokes the pleasure-oriented reprieve to which the Western consumer
believes (s)he is entitled.
Buchweitz and Cohen-Gewerc (2015, pp. 1–7) affirm that in both Platform and
Lanzarote (Houellebecq’s travel-themed novella) the spurious publicity campaigns
of the tourist industry reflect an increasing subordination of human desire to the
marketing apparatuses of capitalism as well as the diminution of the consumer’s
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subjectivity (this being beholden to the mythic phantasies peddled by numerous
travel companies).
Michel refers to companies in the tourist industry as no less than the new face of
modern capitalism (Houellebecq 2003, p. 29) and maintains that the individualism
and dissatisfaction of Western capitalist society propagate (and create the need for)
the commercialization of sex in the developing world (Houellebecq 2003, pp. 240–
243). These notions are further reinforced by Michel’s dream of a mechanized reality
in which the machines associated with industrial production are anthropomorphized
and shown executing an unknown man of faith (identifiable by a scimitar and a
turban) (Houellebecq 2003, p. 37). The dream is a clear example of Houllebecq’s
posthumanism, which posits the subject as increasingly hollowed out and atomized,
enveloped as s(he) is by technocracy, and in need of ever more drastic solutions
to fix his/her sexual dysfunction and dissatisfaction. In a society that continually
manufactures desires (via its advertising and endless supply of desirable goods)—
and thrives on the back of humanity’s inherent dissatisfaction—the tourist and the
sex industry have a pivotal role to play.
While Valérie’s hedonistic new campaigns target mainly male holidaymakers,
some women are depicted as willing participants in the tours. As a case in point,
Michel expresses his surprise at seeing couples at the Eldorado Aphrodite resort:
‘They looked pretty much like the sort of swinging couples that you might have run
into on the Cap d’Agde: most of the women had silicone-enhanced breasts, a lot of
them wore a gold chain around their waists or ankles’ (Houellebecq 2003, p. 312). The
role of these women appears marginal, however, their presence frequently relegated
to that of an accessory in the man’s pursuit of pleasure. Where women are portrayed
as being the beneficiaries of such sexualized tourist experiences, it is in the context
of Western females seeking out (and paying for) the company of younger men in
developing countries (Houellebecq 2003, pp. 233, 247). As Valérie explains, ‘As
women attach more importance to their professional lives and personal projects,
they’ll find it easier to pay for sex too; and they’ll turn to sex tourism. It’s possible
for women to adapt to male values’ (Houellebecq 2003, p. 146). This view of an
ostensible female ascendency is however problematic both in social and political
terms. On the one hand, the inequities of the neoliberal hierarchy are reinforced, as
the affluent Western female receives all the rewards while the abjection of those living
in poverty is maintained. On the other hand, the adventurous female holidaymaker
assumes the behaviours of the male sex tourist, pointing to a form of emancipation
that seems narrowly materialistic and founded on an emulation of the masculine.
References to the availability of sexual encounters may, as we have seen (in
both fact and in Houellebecq’s fiction), be subtle and understated; conversely, there
are those tourism campaigns, which according to Ryan and Hall, exist in reality
and overtly market the possibilities of sexual congress on their tours, albeit in a
highly orientalizing and misogynistic manner. They cite, for example, a Dexter-Horn
production from the 1990s which presents images of Thai women showering and in
which potential customers are informed that these are actual women that visitors to
Thailand can meet (not simply actors for the advertisement). The voice-over appeals
directly to male holidaymakers who have become disenchanted with ‘demanding,
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liberated North American women’ (Ryan and Hall 2001, p. 76). In another campaign
referenced by Ryan and Hall (2001, p. 142), Asian females are portrayed in highly
demeaning terms as ‘without desire or emancipation, but full of warm sensuality and
the softness of velvet’ (Davidson 1985, p. 18).
We are reminded of the scene in Platform where Valérie’s colleague, Jean-Yves,
receives the finalized brochure which advertises the Eldorado Aphrodite tours to a
German audience. The photos in the brochure degradingly show ‘local girls [who]
were topless, wearing miniscule G-strings or see-through skirts; photographed on the
beach or right in the hotel rooms, they smiled teasingly, ran their tongues over their
lips’ (Houellebecq 2003, p. 296). The young women’s (social, political) identities
are thus negated in the publicity campaigns which serve the whims and desires of
patriarchy.
Ryan and Hall (2001, p. 35) argue that as the images of exoticized females
abound via increasing numbers of marketing campaigns, the gap between their public
portrayal and their actual lives only seems to grow, with their ability to control the
images or to assert their rights increasingly eroded: ‘sex workers have known through
discrimination that they have never entirely controlled the images of their industry.
The paradox is that as images become adopted, distilled, disseminated, they assume
their own lives which become divorced from that which was illustrated’. While sex
workers may be increasingly present in the tourist campaigns of the Western world,
their active involvement in such publicity is denied despite them being most directly
affected by the subsequent influx of sexually frustrated tourists.
The sex workers of Platform seem, therefore, to lack a concrete political voice.
While establishing the Eldorado Aphrodite tours, Valérie doesn’t consult any of the
sex workers who are potentially affected by the project. Michel, who assists in the
realization of the project, twice refers to female sex workers merely as numbers
(those with which they are tagged in adult establishments) rather than as individuals
with a distinct identity (Houellebecq 2003, pp. 46, 111). When he does refer to them
by name, he generally relates only the content of their pillow talk; they never emerge
as central characters within the novel.

The Social Marginalization of Sex Workers and Sex Tourists
Stereotypical representations of Asian women and sex workers perpetuated by the
tourist industry (and its affiliated vested interests) invariably contribute to the prejudiced outlook of visitors to Asia towards both of these groups—a point confirmed by
Ryan and Hall as it is by Houellebecq. In a similar fashion within Platform, Michel
succumbs to unsavoury orientalizing tendencies as he depicts the (female) cultural
Other as more docile and accessible than her counterpart in the West. Many readers of
the novel are bound to find such portrayals offensive and patronizing (which indeed
they are), yet we are reminded that in a work of fiction that is broadly aligned with the
naturalist tradition, the author has reflected regrettable (yet extant) preconceptions
that are held in some sections of Western European society.
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Illustrative of such a prejudice is Michel’s view of the Asian woman as ‘nice little
wife to look after the house and take care of the kids’ (Houellebecq, 2003, p. 144).
Reinforcing this view is the manager of an intercultural dating service (‘Heart to
Heart agency’) who, in an interview, affirms that Thai women are ‘happy to find
someone who simply does his job and hopes to come home to a pleasant family life
after work’ (Houellebecq 2003, p. 125). This remark, which appears as a de facto
advertisement in the printed press, is aimed at ‘Western men, who are unappreciated
and get no respect in their own countries’ (in the manager’s words) and who find
themselves rebuffed by ‘Western women [who] do not want such a boring husband’
(Houellebecq 2003, p. 125). The proprietor of the agency thus presents a stereotype
of Thai woman as domestic and undemanding while reinforcing the Western male’s
potential sense of alienation in his home country. To a large extent he embodies the
unscrupulous business interests which seek financial gain from the mass transit of
visitors to Thailand.
Subtly encouraged by insidious commercial conditioning and lurid advertising,
Michel and the other male tourists of the novel come to project a phantasy of womanhood upon Asian women. Yet this phantasy is frequently tinged with disdain. In
the same sentence Michel describes Thai sex workers as ‘whores’ and ‘a godsend’
(Houellebecq 2003, p. 315), reflecting an ambivalence about non-Occidental women
which straddles adulation and contempt. Elsewhere in the novel Thai women in are
described as ‘pretty, gentle, good in bed’ (Houellebecq 2003, p. 328) as well as ‘the
best lovers in the world’ (Houellebecq 2003, p. 74) but those who are particularly
beautiful are ‘a bit too conscious of the fact’, becoming ‘useless, capricious creatures’ on account of the vanity dictating their actions (Houellebecq 2003, p. 316).
Thai women in the company of their Western partners are either ‘bored’ wearing
‘sulky or resigned expressions’ or with ‘their eyes turned to their companions in an
attitude of loving expectancy’ (Houellebecq 2003, p. 108). Critically, their emotions
are portrayed relative to the presence of a Western male and are reduced to the crude
binarism of effusive submission or alien hostility (schematic delineations that offer
no insight into the stories they might tell as individuals in their own right).
In Platform Michel reinforces negative preconceptions of sex workers when he
uses the French term ‘putes’ (whores) to refer to Thai prostitutes, and contemptuously
dismisses Western prostitutes as ‘real human debris’ (Houellebecq 2003, p. 145). In
his willingness to use such pejorative language he is revealing his complicity with a
system which degrades sex workers as fallen women. As Crowley (2002, p. 19) has
demonstrated, such casual misogyny is recurrent within the Houellebecquian oeuvre.
According to Ryan and Hall (2001, p. 1), sex workers are frequently the object of
negative and degrading attitudes and preconceptions: ‘the prostitute is stigmatised
as a whore, a woman of the night, as the scarlet woman’. Sex workers from the
developing world may incur further racial prejudice, being viewed as backward and
sexually submissive (Ryan and Hall 2001, p. 76).
While the novel’s depictions of Asian sex workers are less dismissive than those
of their Western counterparts, they do unduly objectify, degrade and sexualize the
women concerned. At Patong Beach (Phuket), Michel observes ‘Young girls in short
skirts billed and cooed, competing with each other to try to convince me to go the Blue
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Nights, the Naughty Girl, the Classroom, the Marilyn, the Venus’ (Houellebecq 2003,
pp. 105–106). Opting for ‘Naughty Girl’, he sees young women in ‘white bikinis,
others had taken their tops off and were wearing only G-strings. They were all about
twenty, they all had golden brown skin, supple, exciting bodies’ (Houellebecq 2003,
p. 106). Describing the Thai companion of another sex tourist, Lionel, he notes that
she is a ‘fragile creature’ and ‘so delicate she seemed almost unreal’ (Houellebecq
2003, p. 315), as though to endow her with additional meekness and docility.
In a Pattaya tavern, Michel happens upon a fellow Frenchman who admits to
cherishing his ignorance of Thais, claiming that this ostensibly augments their allure:
‘If sex has to be paid for, it is best that, in a certain sense, it is undifferentiated. As
everyone knows, one of the first things you feel in the presence of another race is that
inability to differentiate’ (Houellebecq 2003, p. 354). The racial prejudice underlying
this remark reveals both a complete unwillingness to engage with the host culture and
an assumed (and willed) homogeneity amongst the indigenous population. Michel’s
interlocutor proposes that an ignorance of Thais’ true nature (their social and cultural
backgrounds as well as their personal attributes) renders them more attractive.
Sweeney asserts that such essentializing views (when applied to Asian women)
emerge in compensation to the male tourists’ own fragile masculinity which is
compromised by the rise of feminism in the West and the aggressive competition
for sexual partners in which they have shown themselves deficient:
Plateforme invokes the figure of the un-socialized ‘natural’ woman in a quasi-primitivist
sexual discourse that returns women to a pre-Foucauldian, indeed pre-theory, biological
essence in which they function as the site of solace for a masculinity reeling from the wreck
of culture that has rendered their ‘natural’ roles obsolete. (2012, p. 325)

As provocative as sections of the novel may read, Houellebecq explicitly correlates
the reductive and sexualized view of non-Occidental women with a strong sense
of (mainly male) sexual inadequacy. As the embodiment this inadequacy, Michel,
who is 40, no longer considers himself attractive to French women and is unable
to establish meaningful (romantic or sexual) ties with them: ‘I had become too
remote from people, I had lived alone too long, I didn’t know how to go about it
any more’ (Houellebecq 2003, pp. 44–45). He is, as Crowley (2002, pp. 17–28)
asserts, a product of ‘the wreckage of liberation’, that is to say, one of the losers
in the age of sexual liberalism, which (as discussed above) is so lucidly articulated
by Houellebecq. Michel postulates that he is representative of a particular type of
Westerner who has fallen victim to the solitude of middle age, a time when one
becomes less desirable and struggles to find sexual communion with a desirable
other (Houellebecq 2003, p. 242). This evokes Morrey’s argument (2009, pp. 141–
142) that Platform (and Houellebecq’s other novels) are less about a single-minded
obsession with sex than the single man or woman’s deprivation of it. In solidarity
with the condemned caricature of the sex tourist, Michel professes himself to be
‘prepared to adopt my role as a lonely pot-bellied European’ (Houellebecq 2003,
p. 101), a description he appropriates from his guidebook, the Guide du Routard. He
thus underscores his status as a marginal figure at the fringes of French society (for,
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whereas, the novel clearly posits the ubiquity of the sexually non-fulfilled within
Western society, it makes no such claim about sex tourists).
Other than this negative portrayal of Michel, who is the protagonist of the story,
a number of other sex tourists are represented through the language of exclusion,
alienation or alterity. Robert is a thuggish right-winger and self-confessed racist
whose bravado belies a lack of virility and clear purpose in life (Houellebecq 2003,
pp. 41, 116). In a Pattaya hotel meant for French-speakers, Michel happens upon an
unnamed gay designer who had come to feel sexually forsaken in France and moved
to Thailand not to start his life over ‘but to end it in tolerable conditions’ sexually
speaking (Houellebecq 2003, p. 101). Michel also describes the motley collection
of visitors to Pattaya who appear to originate from the margins of Western societies,
including ‘straight, ex-colonial, ex-army thugs’ (Houellebecq 2003, p. 356), who
resemble Robert, and:
A few potbellied, moustachioed German pederasts minced around in their flowery shirts…
rappers in baseball caps, Dutch dropouts, cyberpunks with red hair, Austrian dykes with piercings… Russians, recognisable because they dress like rednecks and behave like gangsters.
(Houellebecq 2003, pp. 352–353)

While these characterizations are without doubt clichéd and pejorative to the point
of being offensive, their significance is, as Michel subsequently affirms, to underline
the abjection of a group of sexual pilgrims who, despite their diversity, are united by
their libidinal deprivations and concomitant neuroses: ‘There is nothing lower than
Pattaya, it is a sort of cesspit, the ultimate sewer where the sundry waste of western
neurosis winds up. […] Pattaya is the last-chance saloon, the one beyond which you
might as well give up on desire’ (Houellebecq 2003, p. 353).

Conclusion
In Platform Houellebecq chooses to foreground and depict in graphic (and, at times,
deeply unsettling) detail the escapades of the vacationing capitalist worker, caught
up in a struggle for recognition in an alienating, consumerist society hostile to sexual
fulfilment. While this does not entirely displace a more probing analysis of the novel’s
sex workers, we discern the truth of their lives only in vague, reductive contours and
via second-hand perspectives. True to naturalist tradition, Houellebecq lays bare the
reality of a group whose lack of visibility is its hallmark and whose existence is shaped
by a liberal order which abjects as much as it liberates. As Olivier Bardolle (2004)
asserts, Houellebecq ‘reflects our age as accurately as Proust and Céline did in theirs,
even to the point of embodying it’. Despite UN estimates of there being 250,000 sex
workers in Thailand (UNODC 2013, p. iv), the recourse to statistical quantification
is highly likely to underplay the prevalence of a practice that commonly operates
under the veil of obscurity—and an ignorance of which is apt to benefit entrenched
vested interests in both commercial and political arenas.
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Chapter 5

Hindu Mothers and Muslim-Convert
Fathers: Custody Battles
at the Intersection of Gender, Religion
and Rights in Malaysia
Thaatchaayini Kananatu and Juliana French

Not only must Justice be done; it must also be seen to be done.1

Introduction
On 12 November 2010, the Federal Court, the highest court and authority of law
in Malaysia, refused to provide a solution to the lingering problem of ‘unilateral
conversion of children to Islam’ by a single parent who has converted to Islam (Tan
2010). This was the case of Shamala Sathiyaseelan, who married Dr. Jeyaganesh
Mogarajah in 1998 in accordance with Hindu rites and the Law Reform (Marriage
and Divorce) Act 1976. Shamala had two sons, both registered as Hindu in 1999
and 2001, respectively. A year after the birth of the second son, Shamala’s husband
converted to Islam, and proceeded to convert the two boys without informing Shamala
or obtaining her consent.
Shamala’s case, which is further elaborated below, is not an isolated one. A similar
decision had been made just two years before in Subashini Rajasingam’s case. In
fact, it is almost identical to the sequence of events that occurred in the later cases of
Indira Gandhi Mutho and Deepa Subramaniam. The common thread that links these
stories is that the aggrieved party is a non-Muslim, Hindu mother, who loses legal
custody of her children to the Muslim-convert father, solely because the courts had
been unable to provide any answers to the conundrum of unilateral conversion until
the Federal Court decision in 2018.
1R

v. Sussex Justices, ex parte McCarthy [1924] 1 KB 256, [1923] All ER Rep 233.

T. Kananatu (B) · J. French
School of Business, Monash University Malaysia, Bandar Sunway, Malaysia
e-mail: Thaatchaayini.Kananatu@monash.edu
J. French
e-mail: Juliana.French@monash.edu
© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature Singapore Pte Ltd. 2020
J. N. Goh et al. (eds.), Gender and Sexuality Justice in Asia,
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-15-8916-4_5

59

60

T. Kananatu and J. French

This chapter takes a socio-legal approach, in reviewing the issues brought forth in
these unilateral conversion and child custody cases involving non-Muslim mothers
and Muslim-convert fathers. The series of cases from the 2000s onwards, show that
the secular civil courts were unable or reluctant to provide a legal remedy or solution
to the matter which they felt fell within the jurisdiction of Islamic Syariah law. While
the marriages were done according to the civil law, the newly converted Muslim father
was able to convert the children without the assent and knowledge of the non-Muslim
mother, and secure legal custody of the children in accordance with Islamic Syariah
law. The non-Muslim mother has no locus standi or standing in court, as far as the
Syariah courts are concerned, which has led to her being stranded in a lacuna—where
neither civil courts nor the Syariah courts recognize her claims. This chapter does
not go into the legal arguments of the matter, but focuses instead on the grievances
of the claimants, and the intersectional links between gender, religion and rights in
Malaysia. The question that we seek to answer is: to what extent did the gender and
religion of the claimant matter in constructing the grievances, i.e. the lack of rights.
The theoretical framework used to make sense of this phenomenon is described in
Eric Mitnick’s group-differentiated rights theory (2006), which states that legal rights
categorizes persons into the rights-bearers and the non-rights-bearers. Rights are
essentially linked to a particular social or cultural group-attribute, such as nationality,
gender, race and religion. In essence, legal rights construct a social group that is
entitled to claim those rights i.e. the rights-bearers. On the other hand, the absence
of such legal rights, or the exclusion of individuals from legal rights, indirectly
constructs a social group that is not entitled, i.e. the non-rights-bearers.
To complement Mitnick’s group-differentiated rights theory, we further draw upon
intersectionality to reveal how systems and practices can magnify oppressions versus
privileges when identity categories overlap (Cho et al. 2013; Collins 2015). We
adopt Davis (2008, p. 68) definition of intersectionality as ‘the interaction between
gender, race and other categories of difference in individual lives, social practices,
institutional arrangements and cultural ideologies and the outcomes of these interactions in terms of power’ with a focus on the latter part. Intersectionality argues
that all identities are lived and experienced as intersectional and ‘there is no actual
body that is a member of only one set’ (Saldanha 2010, p. 289). These systems of
power (e.g. gender, religion, race, etc.) cannot be understood in isolation from one
another, instead they intersect and coproduce unequal realities and distinctive social
experiences that characterize them (Collins and Chepp 2013).
When the law provides for legal rights as citizens of the land, it often comes
in the form of constitutional rights and/or civil liberties and freedoms. Malaysia’s
Federal Constitution, which is the supreme law of the land, explicitly states that
every citizen of Malaysia is entitled to fundamental liberties, such as the right to life
and liberty (Article 5), equality before the law (Article 8), non-discrimination on the
grounds of religion, race and gender, as well as the freedom of religion (Article 11).
These fundamental freedoms confer constitutional rights to every Malaysian citizen,
regardless of gender and religion.
In the context of the custody battles and issue of unilateral conversion of children
by the Muslim-convert fathers, the constitutional rights of the non-Muslim mothers
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had been grossly violated and disregarded. The total neglect of their legal rights by
the courts, and discriminatory treatment accorded to them due to their gender and
religion, has made them a ‘non-rights bearing’ collective. Mitnick (2006) described
the construction of the non-rights-bearing group:
Fortunately, though, you are not alone. By virtue of the generality of the rule of law which
has denied your claim, you necessarily have been sorted into a class of non-rights-bearers.
You have been excluded from a set of rights-bearers on the basis of a characteristic shared by
many other persons; as such, your exclusion is simultaneously an inclusion…You have been
related, by law, to a group of similarly situated people, and you have been further defined
by law as one of them. A group consciousness has been further stirred by the law, and this
time, you tell yourself, there shall indeed be a roar. (p. 105)

We argue that the legal discrimination and powerlessness of being a non-rightsbearer had resulted in creating an extremely vulnerable aggrieved group—the Hindu
mothers who have lost custody of their children due to unilateral conversion. What we
intend to show is that gender and religion matter, but the gender dimension is ignored
in the legal cases, that occurred from 2000 to 2018. While the ordeal and suffering
of the non-Muslim mothers legally ended with the ground-breaking Federal Court
decision of Indira Gandhi Mutho v. Pengarah Jabatan Agama Islam Perak & Ors,2
the issue of unilateral conversion continues to haunt the mothers who had already
lost custody of their children—including Indira Gandhi herself.

Socio-Cultural Background of the Malaysian Legal System
Malaysia is a multicultural and multiethnic landscape with a population that
comprises of ethnic Malays, Chinese, Indians and other ethnic minority and indigenous communities. The Malays are all Muslims, while other religions practiced
in Malaysia include Buddhism, Hinduism and Christianity. Historically, the legal
system in Malaysia began largely as a secular judicial system, but scholars have
argued that it is currently a dual legal system (comprising the secular laws and
the Islamic or syariah law. The argument surrounding the secular nature of the
legal system stems from the constitutional provisions of the Federal Constitution
of Malaysia: Article 3 which acknowledges that ‘Islam is the religion of the Federation’. In 1988, a landmark case decided by the then Supreme Court (Che Omar bin
Che Soh v. Public Prosecutor [1988] 2 MLJ 56–57) had declared that Malaysia was
indeed a secular state, and the meaning of ‘religion of the Federation’ was confined
to matters of ritual and ceremony. However, this case had inadvertently opened a can
of worms, as it unfolded several debates among legal scholars, Islamists and judges
regarding the position of Islamic law in Malaysia (Moustafa 2018). The heavily politicized and contested situation regarding Islamic law and Islamic or Syariah courts
led to a general split in the court system in matters pertaining to religion. This is a
significant departing point, as this will explain the general nature of cases brought on
2 [2018]

3 CLJ 145.
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by aggrieved non-Muslim mothers and the inability or reluctance of both the Syariah
and civil courts in Malaysia to provide legal redress.

The Hindu Mother(s) and the Muslim-Convert Father(s)
(a) The Case of Shamala Sathiyaseelan
In 2003, Shamala Sathiyaseelan had filed for divorce from Dr. Jeyaganesh Mogarajah, under the Law Reform (Marriage and Divorce) Act 1976 (henceforth referred
to as the ‘Law Reform Act 1976’), after the husband had converted to Islam in 2002.
The High Court of Kuala Lumpur stated that the 1976 Act was still relevant, as both
parties had been married under the civil law, before the husband had converted to
Islam. Upon the divorce being settled, Shamala had sought custody of her ‘[c]hildren
of Hindu marriage’,3 which brought forth the legal issue of whether the civil court
had jurisdiction over the matter, and whether the husband’s custody granted by the
Syariah court was binding on the non-Muslim mother. Meanwhile, the husband not
only discontinued maintenance, but had proceeded to take the children away on one
of his visits, and not return them. He had also applied to the Syariah court to arrest
Shamala for failing to attend the Syariah court hearing.
Essentially, Shamala’s legal claim was threefold: first, that she was not in any way
legally bound by the Syariah court’s custody order, as she was not a Muslim (only
a Muslim is bound by Syariah court orders); second, that the Muslim convert father
should restrain from enforcing the warrant of arrest until the custody application
is settled; and third, the Muslim convert father should be imprisoned for failure to
comply with the interim High Court order requiring him to return the children to the
mother and paying maintenance. The High Court granted her application. In a later
decision, the High Court stated that, ‘the infant children were converted to Islam in
a shroud of secrecy. There appeared to be a deliberate attempt to conceal the said
conversion from the mother’.4
It was the Federal Court decision on the matter, which caused an uproar among the
non-Muslim community in Malaysia, as it took a different turn to the Shamala story.
At this point the children were aged 11 months and two and half years, respectively.
The Muslim-convert father claimed that Shamala failed to comply with two court
orders, requiring her to provide him with access to the children every Saturday from
1 p.m. to 2 p.m., until the following day at the same time. Shamala had in fact left
the country with the children in 2004 and never returned to Malaysia. The Court of
Appeal had referred five constitutional questions for the Federal Court to consider.
The Federal Court held that Shamala had disobeyed the court order and had
deprived the husband of his constitutional right to his children. Chief Justice Richard
Malanjum found that the court could not determine the constitutional rights of both
3 [2004]
4 [2004]

1 CLJ 505.
3 CLJ 516, 517.
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the wife and the husband, ‘it was only fair that the court should ensure that the
parties were on equal footings in all respects’.5 Chief Justice Zaki Tun Azmi held
that the wife had unlawful custody of the children, and ‘an unfair advantage’ by not
complying with the court order. Chief Justice Arifin Zakaria found that it would be
‘unjust’ to the husband to allow Shamala to ‘avail herself of the judicial process’,
and as such, the appeal was dismissed. It was quite clear, that the five Chief Justices
deciding the matter had refused to consider the constitutional questions that urgently
required answering.
Roger Tan, a prominent member of the Malaysian Bar, in an opinion piece (2010),
writes that this was a ‘missed opportunity’ as there were other cases of similar nature
waiting for the Federal Court to consider the constitutional dilemma presented by
unilateral conversion of children. The Federal Court’s ‘hands-off approach’ is a
failure of the judiciary to address the serious grievances caused by the issue at hand.
We borrow from Steinfield et al. (2019) to highlight how deep the injustices ingrained
relate to power asymmetries at the macro level (judiciary), meso level (the nonMuslim community as well as the Muslim NGOs) micro level (these women and
children) and the interaction permeating all levels. Furthermore, on the grounds of
gender and religion, the rights-bearers as the dominant group act to protect their social
standing and interests making the non-rights bearer group invisible, i.e. excluded,
overlooked and marginalized.
(b) The Case of Subashini Rajasingam
Subashini Rajasingam and Saravanan Thangathoray were Hindus when they were
married under the Law Reform Act 1976, and had two children born 2003 and 2005.
In 2006, Saravanan had converted to Islam, and had also converted the eldest child
without Subashini’s consent. He had proceeded to commence proceedings in the
Syariah court to dissolve the marriage and seek full custody of the eldest child.
In October 2006, Subashini had filed for dissolution of marriage under the Law
Reform Act 1976, due to her husband, Saravanan’s conversion to Islam. Subashini had
also applied for an ex parte injunction seeking to stop the husband from converting
their children and stop him from continuing with his proceedings in the Syariah
court, with respect to the non-Muslim marriage and the children. The High Court
of Kuala Lumpur held that under Section 95 of the Administration of Islamic Law
(Federal Territories) Act 1993, the law confers authority on a parent or guardian
of a minor (aged 18 years and below) to give consent to convert into Islam. While
under Section 46(2) of the Islamic Family Law (Federal Territories) Act 1984, the
conversion of Islam of any party in a non-Muslim marriage does not automatically
dissolve the marriage. As such the High Court found that the Syariah court had
authority to confirm the dissolution of the marriage and as a result, application for
custody was under the sole jurisdiction of the Syariah court.6
Further to the divorce, in April 2007, Subashini had filed a motion at the Court
of Appeal, seeking for an Erinford injunction (an injunction pending appeal) to stop
5 [2011]
6 [2007]
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the husband from seeking permanent custody of the eldest child of the marriage,
and in converting the second child to Islam.7 In deciding on the court’s ‘exercise of
discretion’ to grant the injunction (being a legal requirement), the Court of Appeal
found that the husband had ‘ignored the rights of the child’s mother’ and had sought
custody from the Syariah court in defiance of the law (which allows the Syariah court
to adjudicate on matters in which all parties are Muslims). The Court also found that
the husband had disregarded Subashini’s ‘entrenched statutory and constitutional
rights to have a say in the custody and religion of her minor child’.8
Subashini’s short-lived victory at the Court of Appeal ended with the Federal Court
decision on 27 December 2007, which dismissed Subashini’s appeal. The Federal
Court found that, ‘[b]y embracing Islam, the husband and the son became subject to
Muslim personal and religious laws and it was not an abuse of process if he, being
a Muslim, sought remedies in the Syariah High Court as it was his right to do so’.9
The court further stated that the non-Muslim wife had no locus in the Syariah Court.
As such, she had no legal standing in Syariah court, where the Muslim husband can
seek any remedies. The court unfortunately, did not address her situation—which is
in a lacuna—where there is no remedy available to her.
Subashini’s case also looked into the constitutionality of unilateral conversion.
Article 12(4) of the Federal Constitution provides that the religion of a person under
the age of 18 shall be decided by his parent or guardian. The Federal Court interpreted
this to mean single parent. Hence they found that the Muslim husband’s conversion
of the eldest child to Islam did not violate the constitutional provision.
It was recently reported in a Malay website (Nasir 2019), that Subashini had in
2010 reconciled with her husband and had also embraced Islam. The report states that
Subashini is in receipt of welfare from an Islamic non-governmental organization
known as Angkatan Belia Islam Malaysia (ABIM) as her husband now has serious
health conditions.
(c) The Case of Deepa Subramaniam
Deepa was married to Viran Nagapan from 2003, in accordance with the Law
Reform Act 1976, and had two children. In 2012, Viran had converted to Islam (his
Muslim name is Izwan) and proceeded to unilaterally convert the children, and later
sought temporary custody of the children at the Syariah court. Deepa had petitioned
for the dissolution of marriage and sought custody of the children in the High Court.
Deepa was successful in obtaining the custody, but two days after her victory in court,
Viran had forcibly taken their six-year-old son from her house (Indramalar 2014).
Deepa’s case is freckled with domestic abuse and estrangement, as she had also
filed for an Interim Protection Order against Viran who she claimed was physically
abusive. The report elaborates on Viran’s kidnapping of the son: ‘Izwan, who had
earlier obtained a Syariah court order awarding him custody of his two children,
chose to ignore the high court’s decision. He showed up at Deepa’s home in Seremban
7 [2007]

3 CLJ 209.
3 CLJ 209, 211.
9 [2008] 1 CLJ (Sya) 9, 13.
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two days later and bundled his son off in a car that was driven by an accomplice,
dragging Deepa (who wouldn’t let go of her son) down the gravel road outside her
home’ (Indramalar 2014). The report also states, that despite making police reports
about the incident, the police had refused to take any action.
Viran (Izwan) had appealed to the Court of Appeal to reverse the High Court decision of granting custody to Deepa. In December 2014, the Court of Appeal dismissed
his appeal, and found that the Syariah court had no jurisdiction to grant dissolution of
a civil marriage. Viran’s lawyers had argued that Article 3(1) of the Federal Constitution,10 ensured that the Parliament had no power to enact Section 51 Law Reform
Act 1976, because it compels the application by the civil courts to a Muslim of the
civil law in matrimonial cases. The Court of Appeal found that they were ‘unable
to see how the fact that Islam is the religion of the Federation prohibits Parliament
from passing a law to ensure that where a spouse in a non-Muslim marriage is consequently dissolved, he or she remains bound to the obligation under the legal regime
governing a non-Muslim marriage…’.11 In the issue of custody, the Court of Appeal
also dismissed the appeal and found that the Federal Court decision in the earlier
Subashini’s case was clear—that where children are born out of a civil marriage, the
Syariah court has no jurisdiction.12
Deepa’s victory at the Court of Appeal was short-lived as Viran’s appeal to the
Federal Court was successful. The Federal Court held that: ‘Article 121(1A) of the
Federal Constitution…removes the jurisdiction of the civil courts in respect of any
matter within the jurisdiction of the Syariah courts’, but the matter pertaining to the
divorce was not under the Syariah courts’ purview as it was a non-Muslim marriage
under the Law Reform Act 1976. In the matter of custody, the Federal Court held
that, ‘[t]he paramount consideration in determining the custody of a child is the
child’s welfare…in considering the wishes of the child, the court must consider
the possibility that the child might have been influenced by people surrounding the
child…’.13 The Federal Court also found that the son was taken away from Deepa
by Viran, and had since than been with the father. The children had indicated their
preference, and the son had decided to live with the father, while the daughter had
decided to live with the mother. Hence custody of the son was given to Viran.
(d) The Case of Indira Gandhi Mutho
The aggrieved individual, Indira Gandhi was married to Pathmanathan Krishnan
for sixteen years under the Law Reform Act 1976, before he had converted to Islam
in March 2009. He had also proceeded to unilaterally convert the three children, aged
12 years, 13 years and 11 months. In March 2009, Pathmanathan had forcibly taken
the 11-month-old baby, Prasana Diksa, who was still being breastfed. Indira had in
2010, successfully filed for custody of the children with the High Court of Ipoh,
which ordered Pathmanathan to deliver the baby to her mother. He failed to abide by
10 Article

3(1) states that: ‘Islam is the religion of the Federation’.
3 CLJ 525, 526.
12 [2015] 3 CLJ 537, 538.
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the order, and the police were ordered to apprehend him. Pathmanathan claimed he
had a custody order issued by the Syariah court.
Indira had in 2013 made an application for judicial review to, inter alia, quash
certificates of conversion to Islam issued by the Syariah court for the unilateral
conversion of her children; and declare that her children has not been converted into
Islam in accordance with the law.14 The High Court of Ipoh held that the certificates of
conversion were null and void, as the children were with Indira Gandhi at the material
time of the conversion (they were not physically present). The High Court further held
that the unilateral conversion of the children without Indira’s consent was a violation
of Article 11 of the Federal Constitution (freedom of religion), international norms
and conventions. Moreover, it also violated her rights under Article 5(1) (right to
life and liberty) and Article 3(1) (the freedom to practice one’s religion in peace
and harmony). Hence, the conversion was declared unconstitutional, illegal, null and
void. The court also found that the Syariah court was ‘a creature of state law’ and
thus did not have the jurisdiction to decide on matters pertaining to constitutional
rights and freedoms.15
Indira also successfully obtained an order from the High Court in 2014, declaring
that the Syariah court did not have jurisdiction to grant custody order to Pathmanathan, a Muslim when the opposing party Indira was not a Muslim. However, the
Muslim convert father still refused to abide by any of the High Court orders, which
led to a series of cases brought against the Inspector General of Police for failure to
find and arrest Pathmanathan, and to retrieve the child Prasana Diksa.16
In December 2015, Pathmanathan appealed to the Court of Appeal, against the
Judicial Commissioner’s ruling on the unconstitutionality of the unilateral conversions. The Court of Appeal found that the Judicial Commissioner ‘had approached
the subject matter before him erroneously when he ventured into the constitutional
construct of the fundamental liberties provisions of the Constitution’ and had ‘erred
in finding that art. 11 of the Constitution had been violated’.17 The Court of Appeal
found that Article 11 cannot be violated because under Article 12(4), the right of
choice of religion of children under the age of 18 is not with both parents (as decided
by the Federal Court decision of Subashini Rajasingam v. Saravanan Thangathoray). The decision caused an uproar, and further lengthened the ordeal faced by
non-Muslim mothers caught in the issue of unilateral conversion.
It was the ground-breaking Federal Court decision in Indira Gandhi Mutho v.
Pengarah Jabatan Agama Islam Perak & Ors and Other Appeals,18 that finally put
to rest the issue of unilateral conversion. This time, Indira had applied for judicial
review of the administrative actions of ‘an executive body in exercise of its statutory
powers’, i.e. the Department of Islamic Affairs. A key decision of the Federal Court
14 [2013]

7 CLJ 82, 83.
7 CLJ 82, 85.
16 See Indira Gandhi Mutho v. Ketua Polis Negara [2014] 1 LNS 1352, Ketua Polis Negara v. Indira
Gandhi Mutho [2015] 1 CLJ 443; Indira Gandhi Mutho v. Ketua Polis Negara [2016] 5 CLJ 353.
17 [2016] 1 CLJ 911, 913.
18 [2018] 3 CLJ 145.
15 [2013]
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was declaring that Article 12(4) concerning the conversion of a child below the age
of 18—was of great significance—and hence ‘the consent of both parents must be
sought’. The Federal Court held that ‘…allowing the child to be converted on the
consent of only one parent would give rise to practical conundrums’. This decision is
the final nail in the coffin for unilateral conversion. However, the search for Prasana
Diksa continues as the police are still unable to locate her (Golingai 2019).

Battling for Children, Religion and Rights in the Courts
These women all shared the same story: marriage to a non-Muslim male under the
civil law, and after the children were born, their husbands converted to Islam. The
husbands subsequently went to the Syariah courts in order to dissolve the marriage
and also unilaterally convert the children, i.e. without the consent of the mother of the
children. Upon realizing this, the aggrieved mothers went to the civil courts to obtain
a declaration that the dissolution of marriage, conversion and custody of the children
should be under the purview of the civil courts and not the Syariah courts. These
claims were contested by the Muslim-convert fathers who claimed that the issue of
conversion and custody should be determined under Syariah law. The cases clearly
reveal that gender and religion played a pivotal role in positioning the claimants as
non-right-bearers. Social formations of patriarchy display power relations and social
inequalities that marginalize based on gender and religion.
This was a jurisdictional issue as only a Muslim has locus standi in Syariah court,
whereas the civil courts had no jurisdiction to decide on a Syariah law matter. This
not only placed the aggrieved non-Muslim mother in a ‘legal limbo’, but created a
‘non-rights bearing’ collective. The aggrieved women were often found rushing to
different courts only for their claims to be rejected time and time again. They bore
the burden of cost—the legal fees (but in many cases the lawyers took up the cases
on pro bono basis), the legal uncertainty (over which court and law had jurisdiction
to hear their claims and provide legal redress), as well as the emotional pain and
suffering of having to lose their children (even when they won the court battle). The
similarity in the ordeal and the shared grievances showed them that to be a nonMuslim mother meant that you bear the risk of losing your children if your spouse
were to convert to Islam. However, a Muslim wife or mother may not necessarily be
in a much better position as discussed next which emphasizes hierarchies of power
and privilege within the Malaysian context.
These cases reveal that the male Muslim-convert’s preference (or legal right)
to decide the matter in Syariah court under Syariah law was given preference to
the female non-Muslim’s legitimate claim (or legal right) to decide the matter in
the civil courts. This clearly indicates a gender-based and religious discrimination,
leading to the aggrieved mothers to suffer the effects of multiple discrimination or
intersectionality. We see an implicit cultural stereotyping of gender hierarchies in a
patriarchal culture with men being naturalized to an esteemed position as a vehicle
of symbolic power. Mohamad (2014) calls the twenty-first century the hegemonic
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Islamisation period where the family law statutes of the 1980s were replaced with a
modern male-centric family Sharia in Malaysia. She asserts that the conditions for
polygamy have become more lenient and could be granted to men who do not have
the necessary financial means. Previously, they were subject to fulfilling conditions
of fairness and equal treatment in sustaining the standard of living for wives and
families. Furthermore, the new law allows men to use a portion of the woman’s
matrimonial assets to support his new marriage. This has led to a backlash of protest
from women’s activist groups, Muslim intellectuals and scholars, and the media,
as this family law statute has enhanced men’s entitlements and curtailed women’s
rights (Anwar 2008; Ismail 2006; Othman 2006). The new family Sharia suggests that
‘masculinity has become a quality in which rights are conferred rather than earned’
(Mohamad 2014, p. 185). She discusses how, with the new enactment, male privileges
and entitlements are sanctioned as lawful in polygamous marriages, the husband’s
right to pronounce divorce (talaq) is deemed undisputable, property division is more
favourable to the male and the husband has the right to discipline a wife through
beating.
The legal cases on the unilateral conversion of children were pivotal in the larger
battle between proponents of an Islamic legal system and a secular legal system
(Steiner 2018, p. 268). The cases show that particular constitutional liberties or rights
were invoked by the non-Muslim mothers, showing a use of secular legal rights to
argue their case. Article 12(3) and (4) on the freedom of religion, Article 8(1) and (2)
on the equality before the law, and Article 11 on the right to life and liberty. While
the Muslim-convert fathers, invoked Syariah laws to argue for the conversion of their
children. The child’s religious rights was fought for by each parent on behalf of the
child, with no real discussion on the child’s individual rights to religious freedom
(Whiting 2008, p. 26).
The argument surrounded the wordings of Article 12(4) in the Federal Constitution, which states that, ‘For the purposes of Clause (3) the religion of a person under
the age of eighteen years shall be decided by his parent or guardian’.19 The legal
issue surrounding the meaning of the word ‘parent’, i.e. whether it meant a single
parent or both parents. What is puzzling, is that Article 12 is in reference to the right
to education, rather than the right to religion in Article 11.
Due to the failure of the courts to address the legal limbo at hand, some writers have
argued that the state and the federal legislatures should have intervened in the matter
(Steiner 2018). The state legislature was brought into play as the Federal Constitution
(Ninth Schedule List II) explicitly states that matters dealing with the Islamic religion
comes under the purview of the state.20 However, state-based legislative changes
would have been slow and not have been able to standardize the laws to create
certainty and uniformity. As the legal maxim goes, ‘Justice delayed is justice denied’.

19 Article 12(3) states: ‘No person shall be required to receive instruction in order to take part in
any ceremony or act or worship of a religion other than his own’.
20 The State List includes 1. ‘…Islamic law and personal and family law of persons professing the
religion of Islam, including the Islamic law relating to…marriage, divorce…’.
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It would also mean each state in Malaysia would need to make those legislative
changes. A better option would have been to federal legislative changes in particular
to the Law Reform (Marriage and Divorce) Act 1976, but this may not have mattered
in terms of the ‘legal limbo’ caused by the jurisdictional limitations of the civil courts
on Islamic conversion issues (Steiner 2018).
In 2016, the federal government proposed an amendment, the Law Reform
(Marriage and Divorce) (Amendment) Bill, which introduced Section 88A, that
stated: ‘both parties’ in a civil marriage must agree for the conversion of a minor to
Islam. The federal government’s legislative proposal to end unilateral conversion of
children was challenged by the Shariah Lawyers Association of Malaysia or PSMG.
The syariah law proponents had quoted a 2009 religious decree (fatwa) made by
the 87th National Fatwa Council which stated: ‘When one of the parents embrace
Islam, the religious status for the couple’s children who are minors is automatically
Islam’ (Malay Mail 2017). Although the term ‘one of the parents’ indicates that this
could be either the mother or the father, the preference given to automatic conversion
to Islam without the approval of the other parent indicates a hegemonic control of
the Muslim-convert parent over the non-Muslim parent. These arguments are today
moot, as the Federal Court decision of Indira Gandhi has put the legal conundrum to
rest. Parent in Article 12(4) today means both parents.

Concluding Remarks
While the law here is seen to have disregarded the grievances of the non-Muslim
mother, it can be argued that the law had inadvertently constructed an identity of
the aggrieved as a ‘non-rights bearing’ second class citizen in terms of the nonMuslim mother’s gender and religion. The discriminatory treatment accorded to the
non-Muslim mother vis-à-vis her claim for her children placed her in the precarious
intersection of gender and religion in the Malaysian context. While the Indira Gandhi
decision by the Federal Court had legally settled the matter, Indira Gandhi herself
has yet to find her missing daughter.
[R]ace is the child of racism, not the father. And the process of naming “the people” has
never been a matter of genealogy and physiognomy so much as one of hierarchy.
—Ta-Nehisi Coates (2015), Between the World and Me
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Part II

Sexuality Justice in Asia

Chapter 6

Constructing the (Homo)Sexual Self:
Positioning in the Sexual Narratives
of Filipino Gay Men
Christian Go

Introduction
Coming out arguably is one of the most impactful moments in an LGBT individual’s
development. The act of disclosure through a verbal acknowledgment of one’s sexual
identity, while personal, is also a very political act central to the contemporary LGBT
movement. This is in the sense that publicly declaring one’s self as gay or lesbian
brings into question the dominance of a heterosexual order and the oppressed status
of LGBT individuals. Within the field of sociolinguistics, coming out is conceived
of as a performative speech act that brings forth ‘a new gay self, into being’ (Liang
1997, p. 293); however, Chirrey (2003) notes that it is also necessary to consider nonverbal forms of sexual disclosure. Earlier studies also have noted that coming out is
more than the communicative act and actually a developmental and life-long process
(Cass 1979; Troiden 1988). That is, coming out may be understood as composed of
developmental milestones, which LGBT people go through in their sexual identity
formation. Liang (1997) further notes complications associated with disclosure as not
everyone can know and will know one’s sexuality and so, heterosexuality becomes a
default assumption while LGBT individuals are burdened with the choice of having
to decide with every encounter whether they should disclose or remain silent (Liang
1997). Thus, coming out must be seen as a life-long practice and that one’s identity,
as a gay, lesbian bisexual or transgendered person, is ‘a fragile construction that
needs to be continually reiterated’ (Chirrey 2003, p. 28). Notions of coming out likewise have been re-examined within Asian contexts. In China, specifically, notions of
family figure heavily local LGBT’s talk about their queerness. This element is framed
discursively through the strategies of ‘coming home’ (Chou 2001), in which one’s
family relations and social harmony take precedence over one’s sexuality, as well as,
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‘coming with’ (Huang and Brouwer 2018) wherein one’s queerness is integrated with
familial belonging. These conceptions attend to the socio-cultural specificities and
norms (e.g. filial piety) that are negotiated within the lived experiences of Chinese
LGBT individuals. In actual practice, ‘coming home’ and ‘coming with’ may be seen
as parallel or complementary to Chirrey’s (2003) observation that sexual disclosure
extends beyond a verbal declaration as well as function as sites of resistance against
the hegemony of a prototypical ‘coming out’ model. This chapter aims to explore
the context of Filipino gay men and their self- and sense-making practices through
their sexual narratives.
Despite several studies that concern the act of coming out itself, there are only
a handful of works that focus on narratives of it. Kim (2009) notes ‘most literature
on coming out focuses on the communicative act of coming out rather than stories
about coming out’ (p. 253). One of the earlier works on coming out narratives was
done by Plummer (1995). He formulates that these types of narratives are deterministic tales, which contain typical plot points (Plummer 1995). Coming out narratives
usually begin with the narrator reporting early experiences of isolation in their childhood adolescence; he/she later experiences problems (e.g. secrecy, shame, guilt, fear
of discovery). These problems then lead the narrator to the discovery of his/her
homosexual identity by searching for a gay community, remedying his/her struggle.
Ultimately, the coming out narrative culminates with the narrator gaining a sense of
self as well as sexual liberation via disclosure. Kim (2009) notes that much like the
act of coming out, coming out narratives function to maintain a homosexual identity,
and from the perspective of this identity, convey and (re)configure experiences and
relationships, underscoring ideologies that reveal a teller’s perspective on ‘what it
means to have come out and to be coming out as well’ (p. 253). As such, this chapter
examines the manner in which Filipino gay men construct their identities through
narrative practice by identifying the linguistic and discursive resources that make up
the participants’ narratives as well as examining the manner in which participants
utilize these resources to position themselves within their narratives to construct
their sexual identity. Overall, the chapter demonstrates that narratives are a productive means of negotiating one’s sexual identity within a culture that marginalizes
LGBT people.

Positioning
As a way to examine how Filipino gay men’s identities are realized through talk,
I adopt a narrative-discursive approach to the participants’ sexual narratives and
utilize the concept of positioning (Davies and Harré 1990; Bamberg 1997) as an
analytical tool. Davies and Harré (1990) define positioning as ‘the discursive process
whereby people are located in conversations as observably and subjectively coherent
participants in jointly produced storylines’ and it is through which identities are
produced (p. 37). Bamberg (1997) expands on this definition via a three-level model,
which are composed of the interactional, performative and discursive dimensions
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of storytelling. The first level is concerned with the characters’ positioning within
the narrative world. The analysis focuses on how the characters are constructed in
terms of roles in the story: protagonists and antagonists, perpetrators and victims,
etc. The second level is concerned with the ongoing interactional context, i.e. how
does the speaker position him/herself in relation to an audience. Analysis of this
level deals involve an analysis of the identity that the speaker takes up within the
immediate communicative context. The third level seeks an answer to the question
“Who am I?” This level looks at how speakers position themselves with respect to
dominant discourses beyond their current interactional engagement (Bamberg 1997;
Deppermann 2013).
The concept of positioning is useful to make explicit how identities emerge from
speaker’s use of linguistic, discursive resources within their narrative practices as
descriptions of actions, themselves and/or of others are discursive actions, that are
essentially acts of identity. For example, in the context of the participants’ narratives,
they may convey their investment towards a particular subject position and actions,
which may index a particular type of identity (e.g. an empowered gay man) in the
midst of recounting their sexual development.

Male Homosexuality in the Philippines
Given the American origins of coming out, the conventional ways of narratively
recounting one’s sexual development are expectedly reconfigured to fit the social,
cultural and interactional contexts where these narratives unfold. In the case of
the Philippines, views of locals concerning LGBTs can be described as ambivalent
(Garcia 2008a). This is due to a discourse of ‘tolerance’ (i.e. unlike their counterparts
from the West, LGBT locals are usually not subject to any immediate physical harm
due to their sexuality) that is widely circulated among Filipinos, contributing to the
country’s image as a ‘gay-friendly’ nation (Tubeza 2013). In the case of male homosexuality, Garcia (2004) notes that tolerant stances towards it are often hinged upon
stereotypes. Specifically, he notes that most Filipinos appear to tolerate effeminacy
and cross-dressing among Filipino gay males; however, he cautions against equating
tolerance of transvestism as approval of homosexuality (Garcia 2004). This observation is congruent with Manalastas (2005) study of Filipino attitudes towards gays
and lesbians, which reveals a sizeable amount of locals hold a negative view against
gays and lesbians. His study finds that 25% of the participants surveyed did not want
gays or lesbians as neighbors, regardless of gender, socio-economic status, education and religion. In addition, 28% of them view homosexuality as unjustifiable. Such
negative attitudes can also be seen as permeating representations for Filipino gays
and lesbians in national politics. The only political party in the Philippines that dedicates itself to LGBT issues, Ladlad, was denied twice before being fully accredited
by the Commission on Elections (UNDP and USAID 2014), and a proposed antidiscrimination bill continues to receive opposition from influential groups such as
the Catholic Church as well as conservative lawmakers. Considering these factors,
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the ‘success’ or ‘liberation’ that is purported within a coming out discourse may
become troubled due to the varying and spread levels of (non)acceptance that gay
individuals still encounter even after coming out.
Local discourses about homosexuality also complicate the male homosexual identity that one lays claim to when coming out, and by extension, constructs when
retelling a coming out narratives. Discourses of male homosexuality predominantly
have been homogenized in the image of the bakla. To understand the bakla, it is
necessary to take note of its key characteristic which Garcia (2008a) terms as ‘gender
transitivity’ (p. 237). In contrast to gender intransitive identities such as gays and
closet queens, which typically convey a normatively male gender expression, the
bakla, while a homosexual, expresses and bears a feminized gender identity. This
view is due to the local homosexual discourse of inversion attributed to the bakla in
which generally homosexual men are considered to have an internalized female-ness
and not a man who would desire another man (Garcia 2008a). As the concept of
inversion is central to the bakla, Garcia (2008a) stresses that the terms bakla and
homosexual are not necessarily interchangeable as the latter is an encompassing
term that denotes sexual orientation as opposed to the former, which is culturally
specific. These distinctions become confounded further with the influx of globalized
gay discourses into the Philippines. However, what is important to take note is the
limitation of using bakla as an umbrella term to refer to the various homosexualities present in the Philippines. In his article ‘Haunting of Gay Manila,’ Benedicto
(2008) notes a rise in the performance of a different kind of homosexuality that runs
contrast to the bakla. As he posits, homosexual men in Manila are finding ways to
express their homosexuality without them being labelled as bakla (Benedicto 2008).
He further elaborates that contemporary homosexual men are no longer obligated to
follow how homosexual men were previously conceived, which has led to a shift that
places the bakla within the confines of the local while giving ‘mobility’ to contemporary homosexualities that do not fit the bakla framework (Benedicto 2008, p. 324).
This (un)conscious shift from the bakla, which Benedicto (2008) theorizes, stems
from the desire to appeal to a cosmopolitan gay identity that may be enacted through
classed and gendered practices. That said, attempts to radically break from the bakla
may not have been fully successful as the bakla identity continues to be a prevalent
mode of sexual identification for many local homosexuals. Collins (2005) stresses to
move away from specifically from Western mobility and consider sexualities as an
outcome of hybrid (re)workings of identities, languages and desire. Thus, the sexual
identities presented in the participants’ narratives are approached not as a simple
subscription to a hegemonic, static Western sexual category, but rather arising from
a negotiation between local discourses of homosexuality (i.e. the bakla) and more
Western discourses of gayness.
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Methodology
The data presented in this chapter is a part of a bigger study where Filipino gay men
we asked to narrate their coming out experience. Through a snowball method (e.g. a
friend of a friend), possible participants were selected. The following criteria were
set to interested participants: (1) a Filipino national, (2) a Metro Manila resident
(at the time of the study) and (3) is out to at least one person. These criteria were
used so as to maximize recurrent patterns of talk vis-à-vis their respective coming
out experience. As part of the selection process, participants were contacted through
e-mail to determine their interest in participating as well as make explicit that their
privacy will be protected given the topic’s sensitive nature. The participants were
given the option to choose a pseudonym as well as terminate their participation from
the study if they chose to do so. For this chapter, narratives of 5 participants are used:
Matty, Alpine, Rickman, Josiah and Robby. While the number used for this chapter
is small, the narratives are representative of the larger patterns that emerged from the
interviews. All of the participants are bilingual (speaks both English and Tagalog)
young professionals who hold at least an undergraduate degree and are within the
age range of 25–28 years old.
The interviews took place from March to May of 2013 in venues that were chosen
by the participants themselves (e.g. office, local coffee houses). All of the participants’ narratives were audio-recorded with their consent. The researcher employed a
semi-structured interview format, which lasted around 60–90 min. A broad preliminary question ‘Can you please share how you came to characterize yourself as gay?’
was asked of the participants while the succeeding questions were tailored based
on the direction that the participant’s narratives took. The data gathered were coded
into themes that constitute two narratives (which will be presented in the following
section) and these were analyzed using a narrative-discursive approach informed
specifically by positioning theory. These results are presented in the succeeding
section.

Gayness in Coming Out Narratives
Commonalities in the participants’ lived experiences produced recurrent patterns,
which were assembled into two narratives facilitating the construction of their sexual
identities: a ‘coming out’ and a narrative of no. As I will demonstrate, participants
utilize these narratives to present two distinct conceptions homosexuality and its
centrality within their overall sense of self.
The entry of the term ‘gay’ in the Philippines came with the arrival of the Americans when they colonized the country. Garcia (2008b) notes that ‘by virtue of American colonialism and neocolonialism, Filipinos have been increasingly socialized
in Western modes of gender and sexual identity formation’ (p. 167). This colonial
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history of the term ‘gay’ invariably has had an effect on local understandings of sexuality, which are now ‘accompanied by the exorbitation of the ‘homo/hetero distinction…especially those in large urban centers’ (Garcia 2004, p. 13) where Western
discourses hold much influence. Correspondingly, Filipino gay men’s identification
with gayness can be seen as being tied notions of coming out. For example, participants have adapted coming out as a framework within their narrative accounts to talk
about their sexual self, which involves narrating their homosexuality as an outcome
of a developmental process. In conjunction with this, participants position themselves going through key moments and milestones towards their (homo)sexual self.
These stages are exemplified in recurrent storylines (e.g. ‘gay since young’, ‘distress
and loneliness’, ‘realization’, ‘confession’) that serve as a resource for participants
when piecing their coming out narratives together. Though they present their coming
experience through a succession of events, the specific details of these events also
point to the local contexts of the participants.
Prototypical to starting one’s coming out narrative is recounting moments in one’s
childhood where one’s ‘difference’ foreshadows burgeoning homosexuality. Participants begin their story by retrospectively referencing instances during their childhood that made them distinct. One of the participants, Matty describes instances in
his childhood where his gayness was already perceptible to him:
Excerpt 1: Matty, 28, There were a lot of moments that I could see that I was gay.
01. I guess growing up in a household of women with a twin sister, I always had
to share
02. with girls. It was like everything was more feminine for me, and my father
was there
03. but when it came to me as a child, I guess looking back at my pictures there
were
04. a lot of moments that I could see that I was gay. […] Like the limp wrists,
the head
05. [tilted] to the side, like little mannerisms. […].
As Matty recounts, his sexuality was largely shaped by his environment. Although
positions himself as a protagonist within his narrative, he does not foreground his
agency and instead presents himself as a passive child (e.g. use of ‘me’ as well
as epistemic verbs in lines 01–03). Such passivity, he suggests, led him to become
a feminine boy. Moreover, despite having a masculine figure (represented by his
father), Matty positions the women in his family as having a stronger impact on him.
An abrupt shift in Matty’s narrative (in line 03) foregrounds the immediate interactional context wherein narrative is taking place (i.e. the second level of Bamberg’s
positioning theory) which allows him to positions himself to his audience as someone
who is knowledgeable of certain characteristics associated with being a gay child
(lines 04–05), simultaneously reinforcing his interactional position as gay.
Matty attenuates his evaluation regarding his femininity as a young boy (lines
03–04), suggesting his hesitation in forcing a sexual identity on his younger self
thereby positioning himself precariously within dominant discourses. This is in the
sense that heteronormative discourses, which prescribe acceptable behavior for boys
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are invoked and transgressed by Matty when he narratively positions his younger self
as failing to perform normative masculinity. By linking the effect of growing up in
a feminized environment to his gender expression, Matty foregrounds his sexuality
as being a natural outcome of his situation, which ultimately strengthens his claim
to a gay identity by illustrating that he has been gay since young.
Many participants also recounted an experience of difficulty or isolation due
to their sexuality growing up. Since the Philippines is predominantly a Christian
nation—70% of Filipinos being Roman Catholic (Anthony 2018)—religion plays
a salient role in mediating the participants’ understanding of their sexuality. This
expectedly reshapes a plot point found in prototypical coming out narratives where
gay individuals typically report their internal turmoil. In particular, the participants
note that their struggle and emotional distress was largely due to their sexuality
being in conflict with the Catholic Church’s teachings. Such is the case in Rickman’s
account where he narrates how being a gay and Catholic played an integral part in
his confusion towards and resistance against his sexuality:
Excerpt 2: Rickman, 27, It’s a sin. It’s like a flaw that had to be corrected.
01. Rickman: Isa siyang kasalanan. Oo kasi my mom was very religious […] pero
pag
02. nakakita siya ng palabas like pag nanood kami ng Maalaala Mo Kaya tas may
mga
03. heavy gay topics […] Lagi niyang sinasabi “patayin mo na yang TV.
Kasalanan
04. yan.” Ang sinasabi ko, “natutuwa ako eh.” Sabay “palibhasa malambot
ka.”
05. Ginaganyan ako ng nanay ko so lumaki ako na iniisip ko na masamang maging
bakla
06. like if I become gay there’s this fear na magiging parloristang bakla ako although
di
07. naman masama siguro ((laughs)). Tapos lahat kasi ng bakla for my parents
pare
08. pareho na may AIDS, sa parlour, tapos hinuhuthutan ng pera. […] It’s a
sin. It’s
09. like lamat siya na dapat itama parang ganon.
Religion heavily figures in Rickman’s narrative, which is reflected in his description of his sexuality as ‘sin’ (lines 01, 08). The role of religion in the conception
of his sexuality is further complicated by his relationship with his religious mother.
He positions himself in opposition against his mother/family, who hold/s negative
views of homosexuality due to religion. Despite representing himself as an agentive
protagonist, his agency is negotiated amidst power relations with his mother. As he
illustrates his mother policing his inclination to consume media that depict homosexuality, has had a strong impact on him (line 03). The interpersonal dynamic (lines
03–04) that Rickman recounts in his narrative (i.e. Rickman’s mother telling him that
homosexuality depicted in a TV show is a sin and Rickman enacting protesting) shows
asymmetrical power relations, where his mother plays the role of an aggressor while
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he is portrayed as a victim. Rickman, however, expresses some resistance against
his mother but remains ineffectual when his mother resorts to shaming him due to
this effeminacy (line 04). Moreover, Rickman negatively positions his blossoming
homosexuality through negatively evaluated lexical items (e.g. sin, defect). However,
this conception of his sexuality also allows him to be seen as sympathetic to his interlocutor as deviating from heteronormative and religious ideologies is also the source
of his distress. Rickman makes this anxiety concrete vis-a-vis negative bakla stereotypes (i.e. have AIDS, works at hair salons and taken advantage of financially) that
his parents imparted to him and which he references in his narrative (line 8).
The stage of confusion in the participants’ coming out narratives is followed by
an instance of realization. All of the participants recount a specific moment within
their lived experience that instantiated an awareness of their homosexuality, usually
through sexual contact with another person. This moment of sexual awakening is
illustrated in Rickman’s narrative where he talks about a sexual encounter with
someone during his formative years.
Excerpt 3: Rickman, 27, Something snapped, something inside me.
01. […] There’s this one time nanood ako ng tv ng cable sa baba. Kami dalawa lang
yung
02. nasa bahay. Meron siyang [canteen staff] ginawang something. He was really
erect
03. and hard na nun tapos priness niya dito sa likod ko. Hindi ko maintindihan yung
04. feeling pero natuwa ako na parang something snapped, something inside me
uh
05. something inside me. Para siyang cogs before siya, rusty tas may mga cobwebs
06. ganyan gumana siya ng bongga. Parang nagkaroon ng lubricant or something
and then
07. sabi ko sa sarili ko kung straight ako, I would have reacted differently and
I
08. would’ve said “Shit dude bakit tinitigasan ka sa likod ko?” Pero hindi ko
kasi
09. siya sinita. Ninamnam ko yung moment na parang ((deep inhale)).
The epiphany that Rickman experiences is manifested trough metaphoric images
(e.g. cogs, cobwebs, rusty, lubrication). These images in relation to his recognition
of his homosexuality are further reinforced when Rickman details his external and
internal responses to the sexual act initiated by his family’s employee (i.e. externally,
he kept quiet and chose not to resist while, internally, he actively took pleasure in
the encounter thereby positioning himself as gay). Moreover, Rickman’s reflexive
commentary (lines 07–09) explicitly acknowledges his homosexuality as a form of
deviance as he does not act in accordance to social expectations for males; however,
he does not evaluate it negatively. Rather, he utilizes lexical items that suggest positive
affect (e.g. ‘elate’ in line 04; ‘pleasure’ in line 09) as well as an embodied stance (i.e.
inhaling deeply) to express the positive impact of the experience to his sexual development. Rickman’s identity claim creates a disjunction between dominant discourses
and his actions, which reinforces his position as gay. However, Rickman abandons
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what he establishes as a moral good (in Excerpt 2) in favour of his newly uncovered gay self (in Excerpt 3). By allowing his sexual identity to be expressed despite
being aware of expected heteronormative behavior, Rickman narratively illustrates
his transgression and resistance of the dominant sexual order.
This moment of realization acts as a prelude to disclosure, which normally takes
the form of a ‘confession’. All of the participants position the individuals whom
they came out to as supportive of and sympathetic to their disclosure. Furthermore,
the verbal publication of one’s sexuality is framed as a high point within coming
out narratives due to a multitude of positive effects that it has on the narrator such
as increased self-esteem and better interpersonal relationships (Swann and Spivey
2004). However, it is important to note the context in which these disclosures occur
as coming out is contingent upon power relations between interactants and social
structures that make coming out a possibility as an identity practice (Kotze and
Bowman 2017). Alpine’s narrative demonstrates these findings in the excerpt below.
Excerpt 4: Alpine, 27, Yes way, I’m gay.
01. So I brought her [my best friend] somewhere quiet and then I showed her a
picture of
02. my partner and me at that time. She was surprised. I didn’t know how to say it
in words
03. so I showed it to her and then she looked at me and she said no way. And I
was really,
04. really scared why would she say no way? She’s not approving of it? And then
“Yes
05. way, I’m gay it rhymes right?” That’s the thing I said and then she cried. She
got
06. teary-eyed. She’s looking at me for quite some time and I told her you need to
say
07. something cause I’m panicking right now I’m getting scared I don’t know
how
08. you’re going to react. And then she hugged me and then she told me and
now I
09. have a sister. ((laughs)).
While recounting his moment of disclosure, Alpine presents his interaction with
his best friends within confessor/confidant frame where he initially is positioned
asymmetrically to his best friend. Being the confessor, his position is hinged upon his
confidant’s (i.e. best friend’s) response, which causes him anxiety (line 03; line 08).
Notably, he does not immediately verbalize ‘I am gay’ rather places the responsibility
on his interlocutor to figure out his sexuality, which he then affirms. In doing so,
Alpine manages the risk of coming out by turning the act of ‘coming out’ into
a co-constructed process between him and his best friend rather than an outright
confession, which makes their interactional relationship more equitable’.
As regards to his best friend, he initially positions her in an ambiguous manner
(line 03; lines 07–08) and eventually as a supporter who helps him become more at
ease with his sexuality (line 08). What is particularly interesting in Alpine’s narrative,

84

C. Go

however, is the manner in which his best friend response: calling Alpine her ‘sister’
after he affirms her understanding of his sexuality (line 09). This instance suggests
the dominance of the bakla vis-à-vis local notions gayness. The choice of referring
to Alpine as a ‘sister’ foregrounds him as being functionally a ‘woman’ or ‘womanhearted’ hence bakla. Despite coming out as gay (line 05), Alpine does not resist
how his friend identifies his sexuality, which shows the conflation of bakla and gay
in the current local context. As Baytan (2008) notes, it is quite common practice
for locals to use the terms bakla, gay and homosexual interchangeably due to the
homosexualization of the bakla. These narratives of acceptance or support allow
participants to present their identity claims as homosexual positively as they position
themselves as individuals who have reached a stage of self- acceptance that allows
them to disclose their sexuality.

Gayness in Localized Narratives of Normativity
Through the use of the coming out narrative as a framework, participants inevitably
reproduce a Stonewall model of sexual identity, where sexual identity is considered
essential to understanding one’s identity (Stychin 2004). However, this overemphasis
and investment placed on sexual identity are also challenged by the participants,
fashioned their sexual identity within a narrative shaped by localized normativity.
This narrative of normativity within the local contexts draws upon Duggan’s (2003)
notion of homonormativity, which involves deemphasizing sexuality as a core identity but locates it as interacting with local discourses invoked by the participants.
That is, gay people are considered as simply normal individuals ‘who “blend in”
with heterosexuality thanks to the perceived similarity of their lives’ (Jones 2018,
p. 4). In the succeeding excerpts, Rickman and Robby talk about their sexual identities as a ‘normal’ or even minor aspect of their sense of self. In this regard, they
trouble and deconstruct the ways in which a homosexual identity is conceived as
pivotal in the coming out narrative.
Excerpt 5: Rickman, 27, It’s just an aspect of me.
01. It [My sexuality] is an empowering one. It’s something that I value. It’s
something
02. that I would defend[…] don’t really think it is the be all and end all […] It’s
just an
03. aspect of me. A big aspect of me. But other aspects as well (0.1) would also
be
04. important for me like I’m this person I’m that person. It does not (0.1) identify
me as
05. a whole.
As Rickman reflects on his views about his sexuality, he ascribes a positive value
to it, evaluating it as ‘empowering’ (lines 01). However, he also notes that despite
it being a significant part of his sense of self, it remains only a part of him and that
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his homosexuality does not define him as a person (lines 04–05). By highlighting
multiple identities that the he lays claim to (line 03), he is able to de-centre the
essential positionality of his sexuality.
Excerpt 6: Robby, 24, Maybe that’s the reason why I didn’t get discriminated is
because my sexuality never defined me.
01. That’s the thing I never felt discriminated I know a lot of people have been
but for
02. me since iba yung pananaw ko sa sexuality na hindi siya yung nagdedefine
sa
03. akin maybe yun yung reason bakit na hindi ako nadescriminate kasi hindi
siya
04. yung nagdefine sa akin.
Similar to Rickman, Robby likewise de-emphasizes the centrality of his sexuality
to his being. He reports that not placing much personal investment in his sexuality to
define his sense of self has mitigated his experience with or feelings of discrimination
unlike people that he knows (lines 02–03). By rejecting his sexuality as core to his
identity, Robby challenges the onus placed on gay men to centralize their sexual
identity, which would in effect differentiate them from heterosexuals. Moreover, the
links that Robby draws between discrimination and the centrality of one’s sexuality
serves to challenge logics that are taken for granted within coming out narratives. That
is, taking pride in one’s sexuality can be a source of empowerment but it conversely
can also be a source of feeling othered as well. Normative understandings of sexuality
underlie Rickman and Robby’s accounts. On the one hand, they do acknowledge their
homosexuality; however, they also present their sexuality as innocuous in relation to
their overall identity, enabling them to integrate their sense of self unproblematically
within normative ideals. In doing so, participants trouble the rigid model of sexuality
that coming out prescribes through mitigation of sexual differences and privileging
notions of individuality.
Traces of localized normativity emerge within participants’ interpersonal relationships as well. Lovelock (2018) notes homonormativity’s exclusionary nature that it
creates ‘good’ gays which are contingent upon ‘by appearing in a certain way (white,
masculine, respectable) and doing particular things (marrying, working, consuming)’
(p. 4). Local adaptations of homonormativity are negotiated with the dominance of
the bakla. In the case of some participants, the bakla is often invoked as a stereotype
which they distance themselves from. In the excerpt below, Josiah talks about his
sexuality in relation to his boisterous gay peers:
Excerpt 7: ‘He’s just normal and the only thing that sets him apart is he is
homosexual’.
01. Josiah: [My straight classmates] found me much more interesting.
[…]
Cause there
02. were two other gays in class and they were the loud ones. I never clashed with
them
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03. and we were cordial more or less. I think [my straight classmates] found it a
sigh of
04. relief. It’s interesting how there’s a guy who’s gay, but he’s not wearing girly
clothes
05. or not being girly. He’s just normal and the only thing that sets him apart is
he is
06. homosexual.
In order to distinguish himself from his other gay classmates, Josiah highlights
notions of difference in his identity work. While Josiah chooses to describe his classmates simply as ‘gay,’ other descriptors that he uses in his narrative such as ‘loud’
(line 02) ‘wearing girly clothes’ (line 04) ‘girly’ (line 05) refer to a particular kind
of homosexuality: the bakla and/or a gay diva persona. These evaluations position
Josiah’s gayness as ‘normal’ in contrast his other gay classmates, while simultaneously aligning his normative identity with his heterosexual classmates (lines 05–06).
Much like Rickman and Gatsy, normativity permeates Josiah’s narrative. In his case,
however, his evaluation of his sexuality as ‘normal’ (line 05) and juxtaposition of it
against a bakla/gay diva identity presupposes that his loud gay classmates are not.
Furthermore, Josiah’s gayness is indirectly differentiated and positively evaluated
when he describes his heterosexual classmates’ response towards his sexuality (i.e.
finding him interesting).
Similar to Alpine’s best friend (in Excerpt 4), Josiah’s use of ‘gay’ as an interchangeable synonym for bakla or effeminate gay male relates to local understandings that conflate homosexuality, gender expression and the bakla. Josiah fuses these
notions in his narrative when he refers to both himself and his classmates as gay.
However, Josiah’s claim as gay is achieved recursively by presenting distinct types
of gayness. This recursive identity work in Josiah’s narrative relates to real-world
divisions that exist within the gay community in the Philippines as gay men who
can ‘pass’ as straight (e.g. does not cross-dress, acts masculine) tend to dissociate
themselves with effeminate and/or cross-dressing gay men so as not to be identified
as bakla. Although the divisions that resonate in Josiah’s narrative, draw from and
reproduce discourses that stigmatize the bakla or gay diva personas, it is likewise
necessary to note that Josiah has to engage in sexual identity management (by differentiating himself from his gay classmate) due to the constraints and discrimination
that he faces as a gay individual.

Discussion and Conclusion
The chapter discusses Filipino gay men’s construction of their sexual identity through
narrative practices. Drawing on linguistic and narrative resources to construct their
narratives, the participants present two distinct but related narratives when talking
about their sexuality. First, participants framed their sexuality within a coming out
narrative, which involves representing their sexuality as central and an enduring
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aspect to their self-making. That is, they position themselves vis-à-vis discourses
of authenticity and construct their sexuality as something that was there all along
and only had to be discovered. The notion of a sexual core is politically salient
as it establishes one’s gayness as legitimate in the midst of heteronormative order
that continues to marginalize and oppress non-normative sexualities. In addition to
the coming out story, participants also use a localized narrative of normativity to
position their sexuality as in alignment with broader, dominant discourses. That is,
they present their sexuality as uncomplicated and deemphasize its political nature.
The identity positions that participants take up in both narratives reveal the complex
interactions between global and local discourses about homosexuality. It is evident
from the participants’ narratives that religion and the figure of the bakla are salient
discourses that point to how the specificities of the local context (re)shape the available resources that can be used to construct one’s narratives—as seen in the case
of the coming out narrative. Moreover, the interaction between the global and local
discourses determine possible ways speakers can position themselves to take up
particular identities (i.e. gayness as distinct/conflated with the bakla)—as evidenced
by the participants’ narrative of normativity.
Relatedly, homonormativity appears to be an emerging discourse that is important
to contemporary Filipino gay men’s sense-making and self-making practices. As the
participants’ demonstrate in their accounts, they lessen differences with the heterosexual peers to align their homosexuality with the heterosexual majority. Consequently, however, this alignment is also achieved by distancing themselves from the
stigmatized and negatively evaluated meanings that are associated with gayness (e.g.
effeminacy). Specifically, they detach notions of otherness from their gay identity by
contrasting it with the bakla (Jones 2018). This finding coincides with Benedicto’s
(2008) observation that Filipino gay men are findings ways to perform homosexuality without being identified as bakla. In this regard, sexual narratives show the
potentiality of performing gayness but not bakla-ness within the identity practices
of Filipino gay men. However, the depoliticized and uncomplicated sexual identity that participants take up in their narratives may facilitate the (re)production of
inequality and othering that exacerbates the divide between Filipino gay men who
can ‘pass’ as heterosexual and the baklas/effeminate gay men who cannot. That is,
within the identity practices of the participants, the provision of another model for
understanding and constructing one’s homosexuality (i.e. gayness) entails explicit
and implicit acts of distinction and differentiation that portray some types of male
homosexual identity as socially un/desirable. Moreover, this divide may possibly be
entrenched in issues of class as the demographics of the participants of this chapter
are all young, university-educated professionals. Thus, there is a need to further
examine how homonormative discourses in conjunction with the globalization of
homosexuality are shaping local conceptions of homosexual identities and practices.
Overall, the chapter demonstrates that narratives are a productive resource to understand micro level issues (e.g. identity construction) as well as broader, macro level
discourses and forces, which shape and influence the conception of sexual identities
as they are made tangible in narrative accounts.
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Appendix
Excerpt 2: Rickman, 27.
01. It was a sin. Yes, because my mom was very religious […] when she sees TV
shows,
02. like when we would watch Would You Remember and then there would be heavy
gay
03. topics […] She would always say “turn that TV off. That is a sin.” I would say,
“But
04. it makes me happy.” She would say, “That’s because you’re effeminate.” My
mom
05. would talk to me like that so I grew up thinking that it was bad to be gay like if
I
06. become gay there’s this fear that I would become a cross-dressing gay man
working in
07. a salon, although maybe it wouldn’t be that bad ((laughs)). And all of the gay
people
08. for my parents have AIDS, work in a salon and are taken for granted, financially.
[…]
09. It’s a sin it’s like a defect that must be corrected, something like that.
Excerpt 3: Rickman, 27.
01. […] There was this one time while I was watching cable TV downstairs, it was
only
02. the two of us in the house and he [canteen staff] did something. He was really
erect
03. and hard at that time and he pressed it against my back. I couldn’t make sense
of the
04. feeling but I felt elated, like something snapped something inside me uh
something
05. inside me. Like cogs before that were rusty and had cobwebs and it worked like
06. magic. It’s like here was lubricant or something and then I told myself, if I was
07. straight, I would have reacted differently and I would’ve said, “Shit dude, why
are
08. you getting an erection and pressing it against my back” but I didn’t stop him.
I took
09. pleasure in the moment, I was like ((deep inhale)).
Excerpt 6: Robby, 24.
01. That’s the thing I never felt discriminated I know a lot of people have been but
for
02. me since my view of sexuality that it doesn’t define me, maybe the that the
reason
03. why I never got discriminated against because it never defined me.
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Chapter 7

The Experience of Young LGBT People
in Rural Vietnam
Yen Hoang Ha

Meezan and Martin (2012, p. xx) call for researchers on LGBT issues to focus ‘less
on why people are LGBT, and more on how LGBT people live their lives’. Therefore,
this chapter examines life in the provinces of the LGBT1 youth in Vietnam based
on the data collected from my doctoral thesis investigating rural-to-urban (to Hanoi
and Ho Chi Minh City2 ) migration of young Vietnamese LGBT people. Economic
disparity between villages and towns (United Nations Viet Nam 2010) is one of
the reasons for rural-to-urban migration which reflects the transition and integration
that Vietnam is undergoing (Deshingkar 2006; Le et al. 2012). However, my thesis
specifically studies the connection between the migration experiences and the sexual
identity aiming at answering the question of whether sexual identity plays any role in
their urban migration and, vice versa, how the rural experience and migration impacts
their sexual identity. All of that is contextualized within two social debates in modern
Vietnam: the increase in internal urban migration and the increased visibility of the
LGBT community. As young Vietnamese LGBT individuals negotiate their sexual
identity, the ‘outside world’ negotiates their existence and rights in that society.
The narratives in this chapter are participants’ reflections of their time growing
up in the village, before moving to the city. Although they cannot be considered
homogenous, the interviews revealed several themes that are the focus of this chapter
and include the perceptions of LGBT individuals by others: common public and
their family as well as the realities within the LGBT community in their hometown
provinces. This research bears a resemblance to previous work stressing limitations
1 While I acknowledge diversity within the LGBT community and the different acronyms currently
in use, this research will use the acronym ‘LGBT’ due to its prevalence in the Vietnamese literature
as well as self-identification as ‘LGBT’ by members of the Vietnamese community.
2 Ho Chi Minh City is at times also referred as ‘Saigon’.
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on the involvement of rural LGBT communities in national movements (Metcalfe
and Bruhm 1997), social isolation and lack of strong networks within the LGBT
community (Warner 1993) and ‘challenging the assumption that the LGBT community is inherently urban’ (Baker 2016, p. 25). Those perceptions, in this chapter, are
contextualized within the socio-cultural characteristics of Vietnam.

Methods
The data for this research consists of 27 qualitative interviews and two focus groups,
conducted from October 2017 through January 2018. Two above qualitative methods
were employed for their use of interaction between the interviewer and the informant
(during interviews) and among the informants (focus groups). Face-to-face interactions are important for rapport building and is an effective means of communication
between two parties in Vietnamese culture (Lewis 1996). More generally, qualitative methods have proved to be an efficient means of exploring the experiences of
marginalized groups, particularly sexual minorities (Cohler and Hostetler 2002).
There were four criteria for participants to be eligible for the study. First, participants had to be Vietnamese and had a migration experience which they partially
or entirely decided on. Third, they had to be aged between 18 and 24 years of
age because major LGBT movements in Vietnam started around 2010; the 18–24year-old cohort would have grown up with increasing visibility of LGBT people,
thus providing an interesting narrative of impact of visibility of LGBT events and
communities in general into rural spaces. This allowed some common patterns as a
cohort to be presented, creating a consistency within the analysis. The fourth criteria
for participation was self-identification as LGBT at the point of the interview. This
exhibited diversity in terms of gender and sexual identity among the participants:
lesbian (n = 4), gay (n = 8), pansexual (n = 4), bisexual (n = 7), female-to-male
transgender individual (n = 4).
The recruitment utilized snowball sampling and community venue sampling;
however, the most efficient method of recruitment was through sharing the research
project via Facebook. The research utilized both recruitment methods in an aim to
include views not only from those already engaged with and informed about the
Vietnamese LGBT community, but also from ‘new voices’. Interestingly, at least
half of the study participants had never participated in any research before but at the
time of the interview believed it was important to share their story.
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The Vietnamese Context
Rural Vietnam and Change
Over past thirty years Vietnam has experienced many socio-economic changes that
have significantly transformed the nature and role of its villages where many of them
became manufacturing centres under the economic development (Nguyen 1997),
but the traditional values within them remain strong. Throughout these upheavals,
rural Vietnamese communities continued to be characterized by interdependence
through kinship, production and worship (Luong 2010). In addition, patriarchy and
gendered labour roles continued by establishing a set of gender expectations, with
male behaviour modelled as exemplary (Luong 2010). Gao et al. (2012) also highlighted the significance of the family in its traditional form in supporting the norm
seeing gender expectations and patriarchy as prominent, particularly in villages and
small towns. This perception of the traditional and conservative Vietnamese village
contrasting with the developed, modern city is not uncommon to Asian countries
(Kleinen 1999). Such generalization of rural areas, however, lacks acknowledgement
of the social change undergone there; where the village has even been described as
‘the most common agent for community development and social change’ (Kleinen
1999, p. 3). This chapter’s aim is not the debate on the rural-urban binary, but rather
to understand the life of young LGBT individuals in the changing rural Vietnam.
Indeed, economic change has widely impacted social perceptions and promoted
a different outlook on current social discourses, including those relating to sex
and sexual identity. A postmodern Vietnam characterized by ‘increasing exposure,
coupled with the growth of urbanization and economic development, has served to
further challenge norms of sexual behaviour, sexual experimentation, and premarital
sexual relations’ (Horton and Rydstrom 2011, p. 3). However, such positive changes
are only applicable in some areas, as Bui et al. (2012, p. 3), who studied perceptions of Vietnamese youth about gender and sexuality, argues: ‘Their perspectives
pertaining to gender relations and premarital sex have changed in a more liberal
direction, much more dramatically in urban areas and less so in rural areas’. These
changes illustrate how despite changes in the perceptions regarding sex and gender,
in the rural communities this remains more traditional.
Another aspect important in understanding the Vietnamese context is the fact that,
after the reunification of the country in 1975, the state of atheism was widely declared,
guiding Vietnam as a secular country but Vietnamese life is strongly guided by ideologies or beliefs rather than religion (Taylor 2007). In particular, (Neo)Confucianism
is still considered to be the core value in society (Kelley 2006). This distinction from
most countries in Southeast Asia allows the socio-cultural discourse on Vietnam to
be positioned independently from religion.
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(Young) Vietnamese LGBT
While the Renovation Policy implemented in 1986 fostered social change,
contributing to greater visibility of the LGBT community in Vietnam (Nguyen et al.
2012), general understanding of the community and LGBT relationships is marked
by misconceptions. The first misconception is that same-sex relationships do not
exist in Vietnam; they are a practice of the West (Blanc3 2005, p. 1). Second, such
relationships are seen as disorder, and therefore curable (Tran et al. 2011). Third,
public anxiety about homosexuality and youth exists on two levels: the youth are seen
as curators of such trends, and also as targets (iSEE 2010; Tran et al. 2011). Such
perceptions evoke Herdt’s (2009, p. 5) explanation of moral panic where ‘the sexual
other […] is stripped of rights, and the cultural imagination becomes obsessed with
anxieties about the evil sexuality will do to warp society and future generations’. This
fear ‘produce(s) state and non-state stigma, ostracism, and social exclusion’ (Herdt
2009, p. 3). The major focus of the moral panic is ‘folk evil’ (Cohen 2002) which in
Vietnam corresponds to the concept of ‘social evil’.4 ‘Social evil’ was used to label
high-risk groups such as drug users, sex workers and men who have sex with men
(Colby et al. 2004). Due to the understanding of LGBT as mentioned above, LGBT
practices were also considered to be social evils and the fear of this ‘trend’ has spread.
Like in Cohen’s concept of folk evil, in Vietnam the media played a considerable
role in representing a LGBT community as criminal, ‘abnormal’ or immoral (iSEE
2010, p. 17).5
While the above misconceptions originated two to three decades ago, the study’s
informants continue to see current rural public still situated in such perceptions
when it comes to LGBT knowledge. However, an increase in interest in research in
the LGBT sphere has partially allowed for deviating from such generalizations and
aim at normalizing non-confirmative sexual and gender identities. Current research
on sexual and gender-diverse groups in Vietnam has focused more on public perception (iSEE 2010), the challenges and realities of life (Nguyen et al. 2012; Horton
2014; Newton 2012) and advocacy, specifically legalizing same-sex marriage (iSEE
2019a, 2019b; UNDP and USAID 2014). Within this body of research, the LGBT
community’s experience is not examined with regard to age and only a few specific
works focus entirely on the younger LGBT population, such as Horton (2014) or
Nguyen et al. (2012). The closest approach to youth sexuality in the research is
conversations about youths’ perceptions of sex (Khuat et al. 2009), sexual agency
(Quach 2008) and sexual health and education (Ngo et al. 2009; Tran and Fisher
3 Blanc’s

study focused on the first HIV cases in Vietnam dating back to the early 1990s.
evil is defined as ‘[undesirable values] introduced to Vietnamese society by virtue of what
was seen as the country’s increased involvement in a morally polluted world’ Rydstrom (2006,
p. 283).
5 In 2010, iSEE analyzed 502 articles printed in 2004, 2006 and 2008, in print and in online newspapers, and concluded: ‘29% refer to crimes in many forms, from stealing, robbery, to murder, trafficking. 24% portray the homosexual group with “abnormal” social behaviours, and 16% portrayed
them as having “indulgent” lifestyles, “immoral” behaviours and “corrupt” personality’ (p. 17).
4 Social
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2011). These studies concluded that the conversation within this space is limited,
silenced and demeaning. This emphasizes the fact that youth sexuality, as a part of
identity and experience, needs to be understood separately and in more depth.

Provincial Public Perceptions of LGBT
Misconceptions
This part of the chapter investigates a question that arose from the participants’
reflections: does the general public’s attitude towards the LGBT community stem
from their attitude towards publicly expressed romantic expression in general, or is
it explicitly directed at the LGBT community? This leads back to the shame and
silence in conversations regarding sex and sexual identity, and from there explores
the level of knowledge of LGBT in rural areas. In the interview, Nhu explains that
the unfavourable rural perception is not aimed directly at LGBT but at any display
of public affection by young people:
People only find LGBT relationships unpleasant to the eyes with questions of “why show
off”? The normal heterosexual couples already attract enough attention.

In this light, same-sex relationships are criticized for publicising relationships, which are traditionally considered private issues, rather than for being nonconfirmative relationships. While sexuality represents more than just nudity or intercourse or an affection between two people, the connection between sex, privacy and
negativity has been prominent in society (Berlant and Warner 1998) and Vietnam
does not differ from this perception.
Significantly, the research found that, when it comes to issues of sexual identity,
gender expression plays an important role. As directly stated by 22 of 27 participants,
the people around them in rural communities were unable to distinguish between
the concepts of gender and sexual identity and harbour strong misconceptions, as
presented by the quote below:
HIEU: Objectively speaking, they (people in my hometown) do not understand. Firstly, the
living place is quite closed, the visibility of gay is limited, you can count on the fingers. There
is none so they do not understand. Moreover, the concept of homosexuality is quite bad in
everyone’s eyes, because some cases are HIV-positive, but people think all gay people are
the same. So they think it is bad, abnormal.

Hieu’s statement reflects the feelings of most of the research’s informants, who
were quick to conclude that the rural areas in Vietnam are unwelcoming towards the
LGBT community. They blame this directly on the lack of knowledge of people in
rural areas, pointing out that the subject is ‘too far from their understanding’, their
level of awareness is ‘vague’ and they have no conception of the difference between
gay and transgender. As a result, their view of sexuality is binary: they still expect
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male to be male and female to be female, and for both to be engaged in heterosexual
relationships.
Participants in this research considered the lack of understanding of diversity of
gender and sexual identity beyond standard heterosexual relationships, as well as
dualistic views on gender, to be the primary reason for unfavourable perceptions of
LGBT youth in rural areas. This is seen in the quote below:
Interviewer: “What is the knowledge of LGBT in your village?”
SAM: “My village people are at least 10 years behind the city (people). They do not understand and they do not want to know. They just want to talk about [each] other’s business but
they do not know what they are talking about”.

In addition, misconceptions about the LGBT community in rural areas are
more structural, arising at an early life stage through the socialization process in
community, family and educational spheres:
PHUONG: It’s something that has been socialised since the early ages, it’s rooted and is
unable to break the polar which is 1 is 1, 2 is 2, there is only “us” and “them”. These are
political strategies that just don’t apply to human rights.

Elaborating in the interviews on the reasons for such misconceptions, the informants unanimously agreed on two: lack of knowledge and information together with
strong cultural and communal values. Ben’s comment demonstrated, in short, the
common belief of many people in rural communities:
I think because they lack knowledge and information. The common perception is the heterosexual relationship would last because it is a natural way, that is what my mom told me. I
told her I couldn’t help being who I am.

First, the ‘natural way’ is understood as being based on the traditional gender
belief system, defined as ‘a set of beliefs and opinions about males and females
and about the purported qualities of masculinity and femininity’ (Kite and Deaux
1987, p. 97). The sexual identities, relationships and preferences not conforming to
traditional expectations are seen as ‘violating the traditional patterns of gender roles’
(Whitney 2002, p. 692) applicable to the case of Vietnam and analyzed in more detail
in the section on kinship.
Second, in investigating the reasons for the lack of understanding it is important to note that that access to knowledge about sexual and gender diversity was
limited as older rural community members restricted information to the television and print press. Those channels, as posited above, greatly underrepresented
and misrepresented the LGBT community and their issues. As a consequence of
such (mis)understanding of the LGBT individuals, the informants recalled the treatments from the public to be ‘gossip’, ‘weird looks’ and mostly ‘verbal discrimina- 6 ’ or ‘“bóng’ (in
tion through insults’, using derogatory vocabulary such as ‘pê-dê
provinces throughout the country) or ‘ô môi’ (in provinces on the South of Vietnam).
6 In

French, Pédéraste, which means a paedophile or homosexual.
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The above-mentioned terminology originates from Chinese, with other terms such
- originating from French (Khuat et al. 2009), and the most commonly used
as pê-dê
term of ‘LGBT’ from English (UNDP and USAID 2014) which emphasizes the
foreignness mentioned above. Such attitudes of the public resulted in many of the
LGBT youth either questioning, defining or negotiating their sexual identity to stay
closeted.
BEN: When I was in year 5, 6 some people would tease me and match me with some other
friends, called me “Pe-de” which was really uncomfortable so I was trying to hide it even
more. When I was small I never wanted to express myself for others to know that I am like
that, I considered it a secret till my death.

Dominant number of the participants of the study remained closeted until their
migration to the city; for many, the first time they came out or spoke about their
sexual identity with anyone in person was in the course of being interviewed for this
research.

Collective Culture
Several interviewees indicated that small villages also have their advantages. The
sense of community is strong and thus collectivity is valued. An explains that the
village people’s lack of time to pay attention to such issues because they have to work
hard to make ends meet can be beneficial for LGBT life there. Furthermore, gender
and sexual diversity matters are frequently considered to be a youth trend and therefore not long-lasting. Several informants believed that the lack of knowledge might
in fact play to the advantage of the few same-sex couples in the rural areas. Despite
experiences of discrimination and derogatory treatment, the informants considered
the rural public to be ‘less drastic’ or ‘more subtle’ in their discrimination. Interestingly, a few of the very first same-sex marriages (commitment ceremonies) in
Vietnam were held in the provinces (UNDP and USAID 2014).
Similarly, Nhu recalls observations from the life in the village:
In a Vietnamese village, people never heard of this issue, now it is better than it was in the
past. Even in the past, it was not so dramatic. So I feel that my hometown is not that bad.
There are many homosexual couples who expose themselves in downtown CM. I also know a
married couple, who threw a party to celebrate, came out with their families, [they were] quite
old, about in their forties. One has tomboy, transguy style, the other is an ordinary female.
Their relatives were okay with that, they congratulated the couple without any problem.
They did gossip quietly. It was just like that, without any public discrimination hindering the
marriage. In daily lives, they still live in harmony with the couple.

As intangible as the culture and ideologies are, the discrimination was also nonphysical. Informants blame patriarchal and heteronormative values for the mistreatment of the LGBT community and the inequalities they experience. Meanwhile, the

98

Y. H. Ha

same set of values expects them to fulfil their collective responsibilities as citizens, as
well as their gender roles as family members. Traditionally, the ‘(Vietnamese) village
has functioned as an organism which discouraged the adoption by its residents of
change from the outside’ (Yu 1990, p. 120). Yu (1990) continues by explaining
that drifting from the expectations meant isolation, which indicated the threat of
being excluded from society. Even though the Vietnamese village has undergone
momentous transformation in terms of landscape, livelihood and social relations
(Sikor and Pham 2005), from the perspectives of the informants of this study,—traditional expectations—especially those regarding gender roles and expectations—are
strongly imbedded in villagers. Those expectations are further cemented by the State
and the Communist Party who interfere in the private lives of citizens by promoting
images of a happy family consisting of a husband, a wife and a maximum of two
children (Pettus 2003; Khuat et al. 2009), and through specific policies such as the
Two-Child Policy7 (Goodkind 1995). Within the family, one is expected to marry
and bear children, and to fulfil the Confucian ideal of filial piety through practising
ancestral worship and caring for the elderly in the home, which will be discussed in
the sections below.

The Kin
Despite the arguments that the stagnation of Vietnamese families, due to globalization and modernization, is visible (Hiebert 1996), ethnographical research has
demonstrated the continuity of strong kinship in the villages (Shibuya 2015; Pham
1999). The narratives from this study also corresponded with the contention that
family played a crucial role in a young LGBT individual’s life. The informants indicated a comparable level of understanding about LGBT issues among the general
rural public and families. Additionally, the family is mostly guided by the cultural
ideology of Confucianism, where the importance of the family, and particularly a
man in the family and society is undeniable. The following section will focus on
nuanced meanings of family expectations and gender roles.
For female members of society, there are two major principles to be followed: The
Three Submissions (Tam Tòng)8 and The Four Virtues (T´u, Ð´u,c)9 which posit hegemonic masculinity (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005) as very prominent in the Vietnamese society. The female-born informants in the study commonly agreed that they
experienced the most pressure in relation to their prospects for motherhood. Because
7 The Two-Child Policy was implemented by the Vietnamese government first time in the 1960s and

re-implemented in 1990. The policy ended in 2003 but national campaigns continue to promote a
maximum of 1–2 children per family.
8 The Three Submissions position women to be submissive to three men in her life: her father, her
husband and her son (Khuat et al. 2009).
9 The Four Virtues set a standard on a woman including công-dung-ngôn-hanh, which can be simply
.
explained as hardworking, beautiful, well-spoken and well-behaved (Khuat et al. 2009).
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all the informants were aged between 18 and 24,10 to many of their parents they
were of a dating and possibly marriageable age. For a significant number of femaleborn informants, physical appearance was also focussed on, with a special focus on
hairstyles. The female-to-male transgender youth and several lesbians in the study
struggled with not having agency over their hair. From their parents’ perspectives,
cutting hair was a sign of rebelling against conventional femininity.
Conversely, with male-born individuals, the most common expectations were
masculine behaviour and the ability to carry forward a family legacy. The pressure on
the parents, especially mothers, to give birth to a boy reflected in heavy expectations
of her son. Parents and community are required to raise boys to have stereotypical
masculine traits: being physically strong, intelligent, tough and able to deal with
the circumstances of life. This expectation of hegemonic masculinity is prevalent in
Vietnamese society, where it is more acceptable to be a ‘masculine female’ rather than
a ‘feminine male’ (Pham and Dang 2015). Consequently, more gay men are abused
than lesbians (UNDP and USAID 2014). The pressure to fulfil this responsibility
is imposed not only by the parents, but also by relatives, defending the name and
reputation of not just their nuclear family but that of the whole clan. In the provinces,
relatives live close to each other and consider individual family issues as common
matters. Therefore, they are considered children not only to their parents but also
to their aunts and uncles—this is a very common phenomenon in Asian countries
(Jones 2012). At the core of such gender expectations is the fear of judgement from
the surrounding community, as most provincial communities are very close-knit.
AN: Rarely will parents put their child’s happiness above the expectations of society. My
mom alike, once I told my mom that I will not marry, she just went whingeing “people
will judge our family as unfortunate.” Parents really put social judgement above their kid’s
happiness.

Any eventual family acceptance stemmed from the love and care for their child,
but also from the reassurance that their child could still fulfil gender expectations.
This was prominent among some lesbian informants, but especially among bisexual
informants who also presented their willingness to marry or conceive a child purely
to satisfy their obligations to the family. The following statements epitomize this
view:
TIN: Before, my mum worried about the grandkids because my mum loves kids, but when
mum learnt that I am still able to have kids and they would be my biological kids, she was
accepting as long as she had her grandkids.

As analyzed above, the role played by family and relatives in maintaining a
comfortable life for a young person is based on expectations that the young person
will fulfil their obligations of filial piety, worshipping ancestors and caring for the
older generation. Many informants shared personal stories or stories of other LGBT
youth in their villages who, under the pressure of the family, were forced to end their
10 An

average marriage age in the village is 24 years old (compared with 26.5 in the cities) with
some provinces still as low as 16 years old (General Statistical Office of Vietnam 2018).
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relationships, their schooling or even tried to end their lives. In Vietnam, LGBT individuals often face stigma and discrimination, experienced mostly through physical
violence and verbal or mental abuse (UNDP and USAID 2014). Most abuse occurs
within the family (Luong and Pham 2015; Nguyen et al. 2012). Luong and Pham
(2015) state specifically that direct violence from parents is less usual than from other
members of the family such as an uncle or the closest community like a neighbour
and the most common forms of abuse in the family circle are verbal abuse and being
locked up (mostly in their rooms).

The Rural LGBT Community
So far, this chapter has focused on the social institutions and their perceptions of the
LGBT individuals but attention needs to be drawn to understanding within the rural
LGBT community. As presented above, rural areas did not yield the best environment
for LGBT youth, but the battle was twofold: with their immediate environment, as
well as within themselves. Informants recalled that the challenges of growing up
in the provinces had multiple dimensions—the rurality, their youth and their sexual
identity—acknowledging that it was an identity-shaping period in their lives. Erikson
(1968) believe that one of the most crucial duties of the youth is to navigate the
transition into adulthood where the formation of the identity happens.
While there is no single model or moment common to LGBT youth when they
discovered their sexuality, most of the informants in the study agreed that they had
identified as ‘different’ from quite an early age, followed by a feeling of being
excluded. Even though the informants were prompted to point out the characteristics defining them as ‘different’ and ‘abnormal’, the greater challenge lay in understanding who they were and where they belonged. This phenomenon was described
by multiple informants as one where LGBT youth knew what out-group they were
in but were uncertain of which in-group they belonged to.
Hetherington (2000) described the postmodern period as the redefinition of an
individual’s agency on their identity, despite the risk that comes with such identity
performance. In the informants’ perception, the rural areas are still distant from such
possibility; however, the cities, Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City, would be a possible
Vietnamese alternative for such achievement. Provincial life remains characterized
by expectations and restrictions which limit an individual’s self-understanding and
self-discovery outside of the binary gender roles and opposite-sex attraction and
relationships. Despite their primary knowledge being grounded in the perceptions
of others, two eloquent forms of learning and self-discovery for LGBT individuals
on the journey of their sexual identity in rural areas were the very limited LGBT
activities and events in the provinces, as well as the internet and the social media.
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LGBT Community Engagement
In Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City, even before the first official VietPride in 2012, there
were informal events as well as gatherings for the LGBT community. Nowadays in
the cities, a display of rainbow flags and the number of LGBT events reaffirms the
visibility of the community in the urban spaces. Conversely, in rural areas one needs
to be more proactive in search of the activities and the community. The search may
even need to be disguised due to the close-knit nature of the rural community and the
fact that, as Saya states, ‘[N]ews travels quickly in a small town’. Social movements
have been continuously contributing to the visibility of the LGBT community and
their issues, raising awareness and positioning LGBT persons as also a part of society.
While only a few youths in the study participated in the events in person, the rest
‘participated through (Facebook) live stream and online’ and benefitted more after
the event. Specifically, with the resources and information brought by the central
organizations to the provinces, smaller communities would hold follow-up gatherings in private locations, where open discussions could take place. Such events,
however, were convened at spaces designated by the local community as exclusively
for the LGBT community, thus remaining closeted and hidden. Those ‘gay spaces’
in the provinces affirmed the peripheral social status of the rural LGBT community
(Gorman-Murray 2007).

Lay Knowledge
Besides the limited participation in the actual events, the internet and social media
were mentioned as the most informative channels for the primary identification of
LGBT concepts. One of the most useful features of online spaces was the connectedness with other LGBT individuals. Other attributes recognized by the informants
were cost, abundance of information and accessibility. Recalling experiences with
internet cafes, Ben remembered having an older friend chipping in some money for
him to use the internet because ‘living in the villages, we do not have money’.11 Vin
shared a story of cycling 20 km to the closest town with an internet cafe. An even
greater challenge was the information provided. A few informants shared difficulties
and confusion around search techniques and keywords. The results of the searches
were therefore not always well-founded.
THEO: I just randomly typed in my orientation (in the search bar), there were also some
porn sites, I was strongly influenced by those websites. […] I proactively looked for the
information on the internet, then I knew (about my sexuality) but the sources of information
were perplexing; there were formal and informal sources.

11 An hour in the internet cafe in the village was priced between 10,000 and 15,000 VND (0.58–0.87
AUD) which can be compared an average meal in the rural 30,000 VND, a single bus ticket within
the town 5,000 VND, a single ticket to the city (within 100 km) is approximately 80,000 VND.
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Despite the confusing information derived from forums, newspapers and pornography, the internet contributed to multiple individuals’ confirmation of their identity
and for others at least the confirmation that they were not alone and not ‘abnormal’.
When the resources are limited, the lay knowledge around the online groups was a
credible source for many informants, especially regarding concepts and transformations process. Information online, especially regarding sexual health, is commonly
utilized by youth with different sexual orientations (Mitchell et al. 2014). Alike,
when Pat decided to start taking hormones, he based his decision on the knowledge of those before him who were trailblazers in the Vietnamese female-to-male
transgender community.
PAT: I had to decide on my own, completely based on the experiences of the others that
have done it. I go for a general health check-up about every three months to get the health
indicators, but the doctors do not play any role in my transition. I try to find people within
the community that have the medical knowledge to ask them.

Although Pat also acknowledges the risks that he is undertaking without having
recourse to expert knowledge, he does not believe that the doctors and medical professionals are more willing and experienced than those who underwent the transition
process. They also assist him with obtaining hormones on the black market. Pat’s
trust in the online community confirms that they are of crucial importance to the individuals, especially those in the more remote areas, in terms of being able to provide
knowledge but also a sense of community.

Online Connection
The mentioning of the online spaces emerged within majority of the narratives which
indicates an importance of the space to the youth. Although nowadays more LGBT
youth use their real name on social media, the majority of respondents’ initial online
engagement used fake names or nicknames when they first engaged with the online
LGBT community, accompanied by a fake photo. Jun’s experience was widely shared
among the informants of the LGBT community:
JUN: There was one (Facebook page). In high school when I use Facebook, I started using
Facebook in the 11th grade and I established a “nick clone” (fake username). I used this to
make friends with some people in the community but those were very vague conversations
because everybody was using fake IDs so it was a little bit of virtual reality.

Despite vague connections, the social media allowed for the fulfilment of what
was missing in the provinces: the visibility, knowledge and the connection between
members of the LGBT community. Knopp (2004) investigating queer migration
speaks about ‘queer quest for identity’. In this case, these online connections are the
first step for such quest.
Social media was the only way for LGBT youth to connect with the larger LGBT
community within their region, and with those in the city. Only after connecting
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and gaining trust between online contacts, would the person take part in face-to-face
meetings. The online platform served two purposes: to find LGBT persons in their
locality as well as establish connections with others living in cities and abroad. Many
informants stated that they had connected with LGBT individuals living far away and
in more developed regions because they believed these individuals would possess
greater knowledge about LGBT experiences and struggles. Online encounters also
provided a good reminder that there could be a better life for the LGBT community
elsewhere. In several circumstances, the online spaces also allowed for networking
with other LGBT youth in the local community, who they otherwise would not know
of.

Conclusion
In conclusion, this chapter aimed to present experiences of a young LGBT individual
in a rural setting in Vietnam, including general perceptions by the local community
and family, and a closer look at the LGBT community itself. The culture and values
of Vietnamese society play an important role in self-perception and the ability of
individuals to reveal their true sexual identity at different levels and to different social
groups. The challenge for Vietnamese LGBT rural youth is a matrix of expectations
in fulfilling responsibilities towards the family through gender roles and negative
attitudes to gender and sexual diversity. However, embracing one’s sexual identity is
also problematic as it represents the dilemma of balancing individual versus collective
priorities. Whether there is a way to live a non-normative lifestyle but still make a
meaningful contribution to society is an ongoing debate among Vietnamese society
and government and asks for further research.
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Chapter 8

Beyond ‘Butch’: The Fluidity
of Embodiment by Masculine-Identified
Lesbians in Singapore
Laura E. Wong

Aims of Research
Derived from a larger project that is my doctoral thesis, the aim of this research is
to investigate the sexual subjectivities of masculine-identified lesbians in Singapore,
and, in doing so, examine what it means to be a masculine-identified lesbian within the
heteronormative context of Singapore. Through a qualitative study of narratives from
27 different masculine-identified lesbians, I seek to address the following research
questions: How do masculine-identified lesbians in Singapore embody their identities? What encompasses the experiences of a masculine-identified in Singapore,
particularly the ones unique to them? What emerged from data analysis is this paper,
which focuses on the first research question and discusses the fluid ways in which
masculine-identified lesbians in Singapore ‘naturally’ or ‘unnaturally’ embody both
traditional notions of masculinity and femininity as well as their reasons for doing
so. In demonstrating what it means to be a masculine-identified lesbian in Singapore
with regard to these processes of embodiment, I also hope to deconstruct common,
widely held assumptions about them and demonstrate the fluidity, flexibility and
variability that comes with being a masculine-identified lesbian in the context of
Singapore.

Method and Methodology
The object of analysis of this qualitative study is the narratives of 27 different
masculine-identified women who are over 18 years of age, based in Singapore, and
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attracted to women in any capacity. Even though the term ‘butch’ has been historically
used to refer to masculine-identified lesbians, particularly those in Anglo-American
contexts (for example: Halberstam 1998), it was deliberately left out from the Call
for Participation in order to avoid excluding masculine-identified women and/or
lesbians who may embody masculinity but do not identify as butches. In addition
to this, feminine-identified women, whether heterosexual or lesbian, and participants below the age of 18 who do not reside or are in based in Singapore were also
excluded from this study, following my aim to investigate the sexual subjectivities
of masculine-identified lesbians in Singapore only.
The final sample of participants broadly approximates (but does not fully represent) a cross-section of heterogeneity that is the hallmark of multi-racial Singapore.
Similar to population demographics which stipulate that 74.2% of Singapore’s population is Chinese, with Malays accounting for 13.2% and Indians comprising 9.2%
(World Population Review 2019), of these 27 participants, 22 are Chinese, two are
Malay, one is Indian, and the remaining two are migrants from China and Myanmar.
These participants were recruited through gatekeepers that include LGBTQIA+
inclusive organizations in Singapore like Pink Dot, LGBTQIA+—friendly religious
communities like the Free Community Church, through snowball sampling and by
word-of-mouth.
Semi-structured, in-depth, face-to-face interviews that lasted between one to three
hours each were conducted with these participants at a place that was quiet (to
facilitate audio recording) and convenient for both myself as well as the participant.
Interview questions were broadly categorized according to theme, and my set of
questions comprised of four themes: Gender, sexuality, embodiment, visibility and
experiences. Examples of questions that fall under the theme of ‘embodiment’, for
instance, the theme most relevant to this paper, includes: ‘How long have you been
expressing yourself as such?’ and ‘Why do you express yourself in this manner?’ In
line with the method of semi-structured interviewing, employed to complement the
qualitative methodology guided by constructivist grounded theory adopted by this
study, questions were deliberately kept flexible and open-ended.
These interviews were audio-recorded with the consent of participants and transcribed verbatim. Data collected was then uploaded to NVivo 12 for Mac, a Computer
Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Software, and an inductive coding method, guided
by constructivist grounded theory methodology, was adopted to analyze the material.
Every part of each transcript was first segmented into quotations, following which
family codes (or nodes, as they are known in NVivo) and their respective codes
were assigned. After all the data was coded, the recurring codes were organized into
related themes that were then written up on, with one of which being how participants
grapple with processes of embodiment with regard to their identities.
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Embodiments of Masculinity and Femininity
In this instance, embodiment refers to ‘incorporation of the interrelationships
which constitute experience into the constantly evolving body’, which involves the
emotional, psychological, intellectual and spiritual, or a combination of all (CrannyFrancis et al. 2003, p. 83). Embodiment posits that the bodies which we inhabit are
formed through our experiences of the world; for instance, Budgeon (2003, p. 52)
theorizes that the body becomes an ‘event’ within the context of a multiplicity of
practices and regimes, which works to form it. In employing this theoretical concept,
I demonstrate how participants ‘naturally’ or ‘unnaturally’ embody various forms of
traditional masculinity and femininity. Guided by how participants have framed their
responses during interviews and in light of my findings, any mention of ‘masculinity’
or ‘femininity’ in this paper refers to traditional forms that stem from essentialist
notions of gender. According to Butler (1988, p. 520), essentialist notions of sex
and sexuality assume that the meaning of women’s (and men’s) social existence can
be derived from their physiology. Grosz (1995, p. 47) builds on this, stating that
essentialism refers to ‘the attribution of a fixed essence to women’. According to
Grosz (1995, p. 47), women’s essence is assumed to be a given and universal and
usually, though not necessarily, identified with women’s biology and ‘natural’ characteristics. Essentialism hence propagates the belief that the characteristics defined
as woman’s essence are commonly shared by women at all times, implying a limit on
the variations and possibilities of change for it is not possible for a subject to act in a
manner contrary to her essence. A woman’s essence underlies all the apparent variations differentiating women from each other and reinforces the existence of fixed
characteristics, given attributes and ahistorical functions that limit the possibilities
of change and thus social reorganization (Grosz 1995, pp. 47–48).
However, despite participants’ use of essentialist notions of gender during their
interviews, I argue that their subjectivities deconstruct these essentialist views that
position gender as an inherent characteristic of individuals. Their lived experiences,
which I will be demonstrating in this paper, fall in line with social constructionist
views of gender which posit that the aforementioned characteristics are not naturally
occurring with individual men and women’s minds and bodies, but rather socially
constructed, via West and Zimmerman’s (1987, p. 127) process of ‘doing gender’ to
seem appropriate, natural or desirable for both sexes. Masculinity, for instance, has
been constructed to seem appropriate, natural and desirable for men, while femininity
has been constructed to seem appropriate, natural and desirable for women. The social
constructionism of gender is therefore demonstrated by my participants, women
who present as, can be identified as and feel comfortable in their own masculinities.
Hence, the difference between essentialist and constructionist notions of gender lies
not in the origin or gender qualities but in their location (Bohan 1993, p. 6). While
essentialist notions construe gender as ‘internal, persistent and generally separate
from the ongoing experience of daily interaction with the daily sociopolitical contexts
of one’s life’, constructionist views see gender ‘not as a trait of all individuals at all
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but simply a construct that identifies particular transactions that are understood to be
appropriate to one’s sex’ (Bohan 1993, p. 7).
In addition to distinguishing between their embodiments of masculinity and
femininity, I also differentiate between their ‘natural’ embodiments and ‘unnatural’
embodiments, which is informed by Holliday’s (1999, p. 481) notion of ‘comfort’,
defined as ‘the degree of fit between the outside of one’s body and its inside (not
blood, guts or organs, but the “imagined” or “true” self)—the way in which identity is mapped onto the body’. In other words, ‘comfort’ is said to be produced
when a subject is able to express externally what they feel internally. Guided by
this, embodiments of ‘masculinity’ and ‘femininity’ that ‘come naturally’ and ‘feel
correct’ to participants are described as ‘natural’ because they bring about ‘comfort’
(Holliday 1999, p. 481). Conversely, ‘unnatural’ embodiments of ‘masculinity’ and
‘femininity’ are termed so because they do not ‘come naturally’ and ‘feel correct’ to
participants, hence causing them ‘discomfort’, which Holliday (1999, p. 488) states
arises ‘whenever some disjuncture appears between these discourses’ of the internal
and the external. However, I first start off by discussing ‘natural’ embodiments, more
specifically, ‘natural’ embodiments of traditional ‘masculinity’, which occurs when
no ‘disjunction appears between discourses’ (Holliday 1999, p. 488).

‘Natural’ Embodiment
One of the most obvious ways in which masculine-identified lesbians in Singapore
embody traditional masculinity is through their physical appearances. Myers et al.
(1999, p. 18), for instance, define ‘butches’ in very basic terms as ‘lesbians who
tend to wear their hair short and dress in man-tailored clothing’. Indeed, the bodies
of my participants fail to be ‘recognizably feminine’ (Bartky 1997, p. 95) in the
sense that they ‘naturally’ embody masculinity through their self-presentations. Their
hairstyles, their dressing and the undergarments that they wear interact to produce a
self-presentation that they describe as masculine, although their undergarments are
not visible by way of (external) physical appearance (elaborated on shortly). For
instance, thirty-four-year-old Ph.D. student Carmen states:
I think my physical appearance isn’t… I’m not the most feminine looking person? Physical
appearance, hair is short, I wear pants, I wear shirts, I’m not really into wearing dresses
which is what society decides is female or feminine right?

Although my participants belong to the female ‘sex’, defined by West and
Zimmerman (1987, p. 127) as ‘determination made through the application of socially
agreed upon biological criteria for classifying persons as females or males’ and are
comfortable identifying as such, they are often placed in the male ‘sex category’ (by
outsiders) due to their physical embodiment of masculinity. According to West and
Zimmerman (1987, p. 127), although placement in a ‘sex category’ is done through
the application of ‘sex’ criteria, in everyday life this categorisation is established
and sustained by the ‘socially required identificatory displays that proclaim one’s
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membership in one or the other category’ (West and Zimmerman 1987, p. 127). In
embodying the ‘socially required identificatory displays’ that proclaim membership
with the male ‘sex category’ such as short hair, pants and shirts and avoiding the
‘identificatory displays’ that proclaim membership with the female ‘sex category’
such as dresses, participants are frequently placed in the male ‘sex category’ by
outsiders, leading many into mistaking them for men or misunderstanding them as
wanting to be men.
However, despite the fact that masculine-identified lesbians like Carmen deconstruct the links between ‘sex’, ‘sex category’ and ‘gender’ (West and Zimmerman
1987), it does not insulate them from being subjected to disciplinary patriarchal
power. In alternatively gendering and sexing the female body as masculine, the
body is disciplined differently which manifests in the undergarments they choose
for themselves (Nguyen 2008, pp. 670–671). However, I argue that these undergarments that they use to construct this masculine self-presentation is rendered invisible.
As mentioned above, because participants embody masculinity through their selfpresentations, which conveys the ‘identificatory displays’ that ‘proclaim membership’ with the male ‘sex category’ (whether intentional or not), they are frequently
mistaken for men. As a result of which, the undergarments that they use to construct
this physical appearance is rendered invisible; in this instance, I would like to highlight and draw attention to them. For instance, instead of wearing push-up bras
and standing with their shoulders back and chest out (Bartky 1997, p. 98), participants make use of tight sports bras and/or breast binders to flatten or minimize the
appearance of their chest. In the world of butch, ‘wearing them all’ refers to how
unnoticeable, rather than perky, one’s breasts look (Nguyen 2008, pp. 671–672).
Along with their masculine clothing and short hairstyles, these sports bras and breast
binders assist my participants in maintaining, whether intentional or not, their placement in the male ‘sex category’ (West and Zimmerman 1987, p. 127). Additionally,
these undergarments are also used to alleviate feelings of discomfort with breasts, as
twenty-year-old student Amber explains:
As much as I identify as female, I just don’t feel comfortable with my chest and because I
exercise a lot, it gets uncomfortable. And I don’t like the way I look when I don’t bind and
then I put on… Because I wear button downs, normally, I don’t like the way it looks. On me.
I have never touched [a bra] since young. You know, the kids’ one? Then I just moved on
to sports bras, and I stuck to it all the way until secondary school. When I started binding I
thought it [questioning being female] through, but as much as I don’t like my chest, I don’t
mind being female and would choose being female over male. Just because I don’t like it
[my chest] being seen, I don’t like it being there, doesn’t mean I want it gone.

This discomfort that Amber experiences with her breasts stem from the notion that
breasts are the most visible sign of a woman’s feminine sexuality (Millsted and
Frith 2003, p. 461; Young 1990, pp. 152–153). As women who feel comfortable
presenting as masculine, it is unsurprising that they experience discomfort with this
biological and cultural symbol of femininity and engage in disciplinary practices to
minimize its appearance. Munt (1998, as cited in Yue 2007, p. 157) describes this
as ‘shame experienced by the butch’ because her body, breasts, genitals and sexual
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behaviour make her ‘male impersonation’ a ‘failed copy’. However, I argue that
my participants’ goal is not ‘male impersonation’; despite this discomfort with their
breasts and their placement in the male ‘sex category’, Amber still identifies as a
cisgender female, which refers to a woman whose gender identity corresponds with
their biological sex, a commonality among most participants. Despite the fact that
some participants express discomfort with certain physical aspects of being female,
such as their breasts or the curvature of their hips and may desire for a body that
is more masculine, all participants identify as, and are comfortable identifying as
women. In fact, many express annoyance at the common misconception that they are
trying to be men, an assumption this paper hopes to deconstruct.
However, just as they are comfortable identifying as female, they are also comfortable embodying masculinity. When asked why they embody masculinity, or in
simpler terms during the interview, ‘Why do you express yourself in this manner?’
(a question mentioned in the ‘Methods and methodology’ section), most participants
struggled with the question in the sense that they took some time to come up with a
(mostly uniform) answer after simply replying ‘I don’t know’, likely the first thing
that came to their minds. For instance, when asked why she embodies masculinity,
thirty-three-year-old Dylan states:
I don’t know, I just feel more comfortable dressing like this.

Likewise, forty-one-year-old activist S replies:
I don’t know, I did not choose it, it feels natural.

Twenty-one-year-old food lover Charlotte similarly responds:
I don’t know eh, I think it’s just… On an emotional level, it just sits very well with me,
I just identify with it. I think it just sits better within me. I just cannot stand being in that
structuredness having to be a female.

Likewise, Amber also says:
I don’t know also, it’s just a natural thing. It just comes naturally. I think it’s in me lah. I
don’t get as upset about the way I look now as I used to, so… I didn’t like the way I saw
myself through a mirror when I used to have long hair and didn’t bind. To me that’s quite
ugly and not me.

Thirty-year-old football player Jenny adds to this, saying:
I also don’t know eh. (Laughs) I’m just more comfortable… In this. When you go to shops
and see those ladies’ cut and all that, I’m just not comfortable in it. Like when you dress
up in them, the sleeves are shorter, it’s slimmer, tighter, I just don’t like the feeling. When I
look at it, I look at myself, I’ll be like, tsk. I don’t look good. (Laughs)

Finally, twenty-seven-year-old photographer Robin states:
Um… (Pause) I don’t know, I think it’s the only way I’ve ever lived with, I guess. Like…
No, that’s not true, actually… Like, just for the longest time I’ve just been this person who
prefers shirts over dresses, who prefers, like, jeans over, I don’t know, what else do you
have? (Laughs) Um… (Pause) I don’t know eh. I think it’s just the way I… Already behave?
It’s changed over the years but it’s just something that I’ve always done, I think? Yeah.
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Participants who did not begin their answers with ‘I don’t know’ respond in a
similar manner, and I begin with twenty-seven-year-old dog lover Shane, who says:
I think this is, uh, how do I put it, like I feel comfortable presenting myself this way, as
compared to like, if I have to force myself to wear a dress, I wouldn’t feel comfortable and
it would affect my self-esteem and my self-confidence.

Likewise, twenty-five-year-old non-binary lesbian WY also says:
It’s more comfortable and I guess I’m very practical lah, I guess I don’t like to wear dresses
because they’ll get caught and all that, but even if they are not impractical, I would still not
wear a dress. It just feels like very weird.

Additionally, twenty-five-year-old postgraduate architecture student SR explains:
Mm… I mean, it’s something I feel comfortable with? Yeah. I think it’s an image that is
congruent with how I see myself. I think there was once I started to grow my hair long,
because I thought that, maybe I should become more proper, and conform more to society’s
standards. Yeah. But, uh… I remember when I cut it, I was so happy. It felt like a great relief,
like I wasn’t going to care what people thought of me, I was just going to be myself again.

Finally, twenty-year-old astronomy enthusiast B adds, ‘Why do I express myself
[as masculine]… Because it’s the state where I feel the most comfortable in.’ While
twenty-two-year-old egg lover Pinguino replies, ‘It feels… What I’m most comfortable with.’ In addressing why she dresses in a traditionally masculine manner, thirtyyear-old musician Chester says that ‘It feels more correct. It feels more normal. I
will awkward if you ask me to dress like you’. Being unable to explain why they
embody masculinity (evident from some their responses of ‘I don’t know’) does not
connote unsureness or uncertainty of their identities. Instead, I argue that it reflects
how comfortable they are embodying this masculinity and how ‘naturally’ it comes
to them, to the point that they have never considered why they do it or even see it as
something that has to be ‘done’. This ‘natural’ embodiment of masculinity bridges
the gap between the ‘outside’ and ‘inside’ of participants’ bodies (Holliday 1999)
and brings about ‘a desired transformation in gendered embodiment’, the relationship
between one’s external physical body, practices and inner gendered identity (Schilt
and Windsor 2014, p. 733).
However, this is not to say that masculine-identified lesbians in Singapore only
feel comfortable embodying forms of ‘masculinity’. In fact, there is a limit to how
much masculinity they can embody before it becomes ‘unnatural’ and hence uncomfortable (discussed in the next section). Aside from masculinity, participants also
‘naturally’ embody forms of femininity that ‘feels correct’ to them, resulting in
a fluidity of their embodied identities. Due to the fact that self-presentations tend
to be the first thing people notice, and that participants’ self-presentations can be
identified as masculine, it is commonly assumed that this masculinity is consistent throughout all aspects of participants’ lives. That is, participants are assumed
to not be feminine at all. This assumption is bolstered by the dualistic nature of
masculinity/femininity, in which masculinity and femininity have been relationally
framed as mutually exclusive constructs that form a binary, whose underpinnings
originate from ‘gender polarization’ the belief that masculinity and femininity are
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dichotomous (Kendall and Tannen 1997, p. 82). In other words, this binary stipulates that there can be no masculinity where there is femininity, and, more relevant to this point, there can be no femininity where there is masculinity. Unlike
the Thai and Indonesian near-equivalent of masculine-identified lesbians, the Toms
and the tombois, respectively who distance themselves from femininity completely
(Blackwood 1998; Sinnott 1999), masculine-identified lesbians in Singapore are
comfortable asserting their femininities which they claim are manifest in their personalities, such as through an open display of emotions, and do not make attempts to
conceal them. Many participants, for instance, pinpoint the trait of being emotional
as a manifestation of femininity in the embodiment of their identities. As Shane,
B, twenty-five-year-old businesswoman J and twenty-four-year-old PR practitioner
Clare say:
Personality-wise? Like I said, I tend to be more soft spoken, so that’s one. I’m also generally a
more emotional person, so I guess people like to mix this two together, like, it’s synonymous,
yeah, emotional, that’s very feminine… Yeah. (Shane)
I guess I’m very… Emotional? At times, overly emotional. Like, I’m not afraid to express
my feelings. If I watch something very sad, I won’t hesitate to cry if I have the urge to. (B)
Interestingly enough, my personality is not… I am still emotional, it’s not that I put a stop
or I try to put up a front just to appear masculine. So, it’s just a natural thing that occurs for
me. (J)
I think, emotionally and everything right… I would say I’m… [Pause] Very girly lah.
[Laughs] Like, you know, they always say, this is delving into gender stereotypes about
how guys are less emotional and how they’re not as open, how they don’t express their
emotions openly and everything… I’m completely not at all. I’m always an open book, I’m
always very open, I believe in open communication and all that. So, in that sense… I don’t
have the traits of a stereotypical man in a relationship lah. (Clare)

However, despite the fact that these embodiments of femininity ‘come naturally’,
they are frequently met with negative reactions such as surprise, confusion and
hostility from outsiders. I argue that as masculine-identified individuals who convey
‘identificatory displays’ that ‘proclaim membership’ with the male ‘sex category’
(West and Zimmerman 1987, p. 127), participants are read as male and are consequently held to the standards of ‘hegemonic masculinity’ (Connell 1995, p. 77), which
is associated with characteristics such as ‘emotional detachment’ (Bird 1996, p. 122),
which explains why my participants have described and gendered their emotions as
‘feminine’.
According to Connell (1995, p. 77), ‘hegemonic masculinity’ can be defined as
‘the configuration of gender practice which embodies the currently accepted answer
to the problem of the legitimation of patriarchy, which guarantees (or is taken to guarantee) the dominant position of men and the subordination of women’. In addition to
sustaining the subordination of women, ‘hegemonic masculinity’ also holds power
over men in the sense that it functions as an ideal type against which other ways of
‘doing man’ can be constructed, compared and Othered (Demetriou 2001, pp. 340–
341). This has resulted in a ranking that relegates alternate forms of masculinity
(working class masculinity, black masculinity, gay masculinity and most relevant to
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this paper, female masculinity) (Eisen and Yamashita 2017, p. 3). Only masculinities that most closely align with the hegemonic ideal rise to the top of the field
and are granted more power and prestige (Demetriou 2001, pp. 340–341). This is
the reason tombois in Indonesia, ‘female-bodied individuals who act in the manner
of men’ (Blackwood 2005, p. 223) are permitted to behave like men and reap the
associated privileges—precisely because they adhere to norms of masculinity, and,
in doing so, participate in, rather than resist the gendered practices that define and
constrain women (Blackwood 2005, p. 230). If their embodiments blur (rather than
reproduce) this binary, it would not be tolerated by others, and they would not be
granted these privileges that Demetriou (2001, pp. 340–341) speaks of with reference to ‘hegemonic masculinity’. As a result of which, my participants are viewed
as failing to uphold two different ideals: Firstly, as women, they deconstruct Butler’s
(1999, p. 94) ‘heterosexual matrix’, her articulation of societal gender and sexuality
norms at the point at which they should be gendered feminine, not masculine (which
naturally has consequences that I elaborate on in the next section). Secondly, as
masculine-identified individuals, they fail to live up to standards of Connell’s (1995,
p. 77) ‘hegemonic masculinity’.

‘Unnatural’ Embodiment
Given their placement in the male ‘sex category’ (West and Zimmerman 1987, p. 127)
due to their embodiment of masculinity, masculine-identified lesbians in Singapore
are held to standards of ‘hegemonic masculinity’. Upholding the ideals of ‘hegemonic
masculinity’ lends more intelligibility to their incoherent identities (Butler 1999,
p. 194), making them seem more heteronormative and as upholding gender norms
(like the tombois in Indonesia), resulting in ‘power and prestige’ (Demetriou 2001, as
cited in Eisen and Yamashita 2017, p. 3). At the same time, failure to do so results in
negative reactions such as surprise, confusion and hostility from outsiders or feelings
of internalized shame and self-surveillance. Charlotte, for instance, has internalized
expectations of ‘hegemonic masculinity’ (Connell 1995, p. 77) to the point that she
is ashamed whenever she feels the urge to embody femininity.
I think sometimes I’ve… I feel that right now I’m rather disjointed … Like, people
expect you to be consistent, so sometimes when I wear dresses or whatever, it comes
as a shock to them and sometimes I do [wonder] why can’t I be more consistent?
And then I’ll look at fellow lesbians and be like, why can’t I just [be like them]?…
Like, sometimes when I feel girly, I just want to wear something [girly]… Why do
I feel that side of me too?
Despite the fact that participants articulate feeling comfortable in the masculinities
they embody, there is limit, unique to each individual, to how masculinity they can
embody before it becomes ‘unnatural’ and hence uncomfortable. This is a reason why
most participants in this study distance themselves from the term ‘butch’: Participants
do not feel comfortable embodying the connotations of excessive masculinity that
surround this term. SR and S explain, respectively:
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I think that I’m more comfortable in, for example, traditional menswear. But I do find that
I have certain mannerisms or characteristics or interests that might be more feminine? So, I
definitely don’t identify with, like, the power butch kind of identity. So I wouldn’t say I’m
super butch. (SR)
The masculinity [that I embody] is on different levels and in different aspects, so I don’t
feel like I have to smoke or drink and be very aggressive to people. When I was growing
up, I’m 41 this year, so when I was growing up, in my late teens, butches would stare at
people in public and challenge people to fights, so I was like why? Butches have that kind of
reputation. So sometimes when people ask, are you butch? You’re like, um, how do I answer
that… (S)

Being a butch in Singapore hence comes with a certain script that espouses excessive masculinity in many aspects that include self-presentation, behaviour, attraction
and relationship roles that many of my participants fail to live up to or feel uncomfortable with. This has spurred them to open up new spaces along this spectrum of
female masculinity for them to identify within, such as ‘androgynous’, ‘masculineof-centre’, simply ‘masculine’, but never butch. However, there are times at which
negative reactions to their ‘natural’ embodiments of femininity (such as Charlotte’s
inclination to wear dresses at times and SR’s self-identified, feminine mannerisms,
characteristics and interests) result in them feeling pressured to ‘unnaturally’ embody
more masculinity than they are comfortable with. Charlotte, for instance, chastises
herself for not being able to consistently embody masculinity, which is parallel to
Hutson’s (2010, p. 228) statement that looking ‘identifiably butch’ means never stepping outside that identity, especially not within lesbian spaces. This is what inspired
Shane to embody more masculinity than she was comfortable with after coming
through her self-presentation, through the use of a breast binder, in order to feel like
she belonged to the lesbian community.
I used to [bind]. During the secondary school period, when I was sort of coming
to terms with who I was and all that, and I felt like that helped me feel like I belonged
to the community. But I stopped after that, because I realized that I don’t… It’s not
necessary. Like I don’t have to try to fit into a… I don’t know about now, but back
then, the people that I know, all the butches and all that, they all had to do it, right?
So, that qualified you as a butch or a masculine-identified lesbian so…
These points at which Shane has exaggerated her masculinity (through her selfpresentation and behaviour) in order to fit into the community and/or find a partner
resonate with previous research done that posits that in order to be visible and recognizable as a lesbian to others, women feel compelled to conform to a masculine
norm, and, in doing so, reinforce the norm and make it harder for non-conforming
or more feminine women (or masculine-identified women who occasionally wish to
present as feminine, like Charlotte) to be identified as lesbians (Clarke and Turner
2007; Levitt and Hiestand 2004). Just like in any other subculture, being recognized
as an authentic member requires work in lesbian subculture. In order to belong and
receive a gaze of recognition and desire rather than a disciplinary gaze, women have
to signal their possession of what Thornton (1997, as cited in Clarke and Spence
2013, p. 25) dubs ‘subcultural capital’, which includes the coding of visible lesbians
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as masculine, achievable through the rejection of culturally normative femininity and
the adoption of masculine roles, clothes and short hair.
However, masculine-identified lesbians are not just subject to policing within the
community; they are also policed outside the community, but for different reasons.
Given that they are biological women who embody masculinity, their identities are
not read as ‘stable’ or ‘coherent’ (Butler 1999, p. 194). As a result of which, pressure
from other institutions is also put on them, but this time to embody femininity, in
order to achieve ‘a hegemonic discursive/epistemic model of gender intelligibility’
(Butler 1999, p. 194). According to King (2004, p. 30), power operates to ‘invest,
train and produce’ bodies that are gendered”. Bartky (1997, p. 95), for instance, states
that ‘disciplinary practices that engender the “docile bodies” of women’ results in the
production of ‘a body which in gesture and appearance is recognizably feminine’.
Foucault (1977, pp. 136–137) builds on this, contending that bodies are formed not
through physical force but through ‘a policy of coercions that act upon the body’
which he terms ‘disciplines’. These ‘disciplines’ stem from different ‘disciplinary
institutions’ and results in the production of ‘subjected and practiced bodies, “docile”
bodies’ or ‘projects of docility’ (Foucault 1977, pp. 136–139). Hence, this disciplinary power works to produce bodies, practices and subjectivities that, ‘while not
reducible to a particular political domain, nevertheless, bear the imprint of a given
interest and logic’ (Green 2010, p. 320). Individuals like my participants then internalize this heteronormativity and construct their identities, practices and politics
around this ideology in order to achieve ‘a hegemonic discursive/epistemic model
of gender intelligibility’ (Butler 1999, p. 194). For instance, under the ‘disciplinary
power’ exerted by the ‘disciplinary institution’ of her family, Pinguino makes the
effort to makes changes to her appearance when she is in the presence of her family
and during larger-scale family gatherings:
When I’m with my family or when I’m going for family events, like for example, my brother
got married earlier this year, so it was a big thing for my Chinese father, ‘cause weddings are
all about face right? So he continuously reminded me to dress more femininely, which I did,
and also when I’m around family, I’ll try to dress in a more feminine way, so my hair will be
down, I will look a bit more girly. So… Small markers like these. I wear longer sleeves…
Shorter shorts.

Pinguino cites ‘face’ as a reason for ‘unnaturally’ embodying femininity, which
Hwang (1987, p. 960) defines as ‘an individual’s social position of prestige, gained
by successfully performing one or more specific social roles that are well recognized
by others’ (Hu 1944, as cited in Hwang 1987, p. 960), a notion unique to Asian
societies like Singapore. ‘Face’ may be derived from a socially ascribed status such
as sex, physical appearance, family background, etc. (Hwang 1987, p. 961). ‘Face
work’, on the other hand, refers to ‘the projection of self-image and impression
management’, with its goal being to shape and instil a specific favourable image in
others’ minds (Schlenker 1980; Schneider 1969, 1981; Tedeschi and Riess 1981,
cited in Hwang 1987, p. 961). Having face enhances one’s position in society and
grants them access to many kinds of privileges, making saving face a goal in Chinese
societies (Hwang 1987, p. 961). Hence, in addition to maintaining face, one must
utilize every sort of ‘face work’ to ‘earn face’ (Chu 1983, pp. 961–962, cited in
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Hwang 1987, p. 961). If one cannot do anything substantial to enhance face for
another, they are at least supposed to do something to help him save face, which is
what Pinguino did for her father by ‘unnaturally’ embodying more femininity than
she is comfortable with during her brother’s wedding. In this case, the ‘face work’ that
Pinguino engaged in, performing the specific social role of a woman who expresses
as feminine, well-recognized by the heteronormative society of Singapore, helped
her family ‘save’ their family face during her brother’s wedding. After the wedding,
Pinguino reverted back to her masculine self-presentation because the feminine one
she ‘unnaturally’ embodied causes her too much discomfort to live in. However,
even then, this masculine self-presentation that she usually embodies also varies
according to her context—It is toned down by deliberately not styling her hair and
wearing longer sleeves and shorter shorts when she is at home. The fact that she
is constantly moving between embodiments of masculinity and femininity, both
‘natural’ and ‘unnatural’, captures the fluidity of embodiment that comes with being
a masculine-identified lesbian in Singapore, along with the performativity of gender.

Conclusion
To conclude, the embodiment of masculine-identified lesbians in Singapore is fluid
in the sense that they embody both masculinity and femininity ‘naturally’ as well
as ‘unnaturally’. Embodiments of masculinity and femininity that feel comfortable
to participants are termed ‘natural’, while embodiments that bring about discomfort
have been described as ‘unnatural’. The social construction of gender is demonstrated
by the fact that even though participants are comfortable identifying as female,
they are also comfortable embodying masculinity. In this instance, I draw from
Eves’ (2004, p. 488) ‘essentialist butch discourse’ which draws on the commonsense ideology of what Riley and Cahill (2005, as cited in Clarke and Spence 2013,
p. 30) term ‘vertical representation’, where ‘the outer surface expresses the inner
self’. Masculinity is hence embodied by participants because it is an expression
of the ‘inner self’ on the ‘outer surface’. However, there is a limit, unique to each
participant, to how much masculinity and femininity they can embody before it
becomes uncomfortable and hence ‘unnatural’. Despite the discomfort, some participants still ‘unnaturally’ embody these forms of masculinity and femininity, due to
pressure from both the lesbian community as well the ‘disciplinary institutions’ that
exist outside the community. This explains why some participants feel completely
comfortable in their biological female bodies while others experience discomfort
with their breasts, and some participants take more pleasure than others when they
have to ‘unnaturally’ embody femininity. As masculine-identified women who feel
comfortable embodying both forms of masculinity but at the same time not rejecting
forms of femininity, their narratives depart from those of other masculine-identified
lesbians in Southeast Asia like Blackwood’s (1998) tombois, who see themselves as
men and reject any form of femininity. As a result of which, masculine-identified
lesbians in Singapore face pressures from both within and outside the community to
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either be more masculine or feminine than they are comfortable with. What it means
to be a masculine-identified lesbian in Singapore, then, with regard to processes of
embodiment, constitutes negotiating these pressures with their level of comfort with
regard to masculinity and femininity, resulting in a fluidity of embodied identities,
none of which can be pinpointed as the single representation of a masculine-identified
lesbian in Singapore.
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Chapter 9

Queer Women, Diplomacy and Security:
A Case Study of Australian Leaders
Deployed in the Asia Pacific
Elise Stephenson

Introduction
Over the last 10 years global attention to lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans and gender
diverse, and intersex (LGBTI) rights has increased dramatically. In the last year
alone, the topic of LGBTI rights, alongside issues of women’s empowerment, have
become increasingly embedded within many states’ foreign policy and international
engagement strategy. The integration of gender and sexuality recognition within
international affairs has not been smooth or easy, with frequent regression and resistance noted alongside (some) progress. Yet, as US Representative Alan Lowenthal,
part of the team who re-introduced legislation seeking to promote LGBTI rights in
US foreign policy, noted, ‘[t]o promote our fundamental values of equality, equity,
and diversity, we cannot go half way at home and we certainly cannot halt the extension of these values at our border’ (in Key 2019). This suggests that diplomatic and
security leaders—foreign representatives at the forefront of a state’s foreign policy—
are key to addressing issues wide-ranging issues in international affairs, including
issues of gender and sexuality justice across the globe.
In recent years Australia has sought to lead many efforts to increase the recognition and rights of women and LGBTI people, particularly within Australia’s key area
of influence—the Asia Pacific region. Led by non-governmental organizations such
as the Australian Federation of Aid Organisations in 2018–2019 and a concerted push
from individuals within Australia’s leading foreign affairs agency, these moves for
greater LGBTI recognition complement a more feminist ‘turn’ in Australian foreign
policy. This more queer and feminist ‘turn’ has sought to increase the number of
women in international affairs leadership, as well as the range and scope of policies
prioritized (Stephenson 2019). Following a history of international relations that
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is distinctly masculine, Australian foreign policy now has a Gender Equality and
Women’s Empowerment Strategy, Women in Leadership Strategy and LGBTI Workplace Strategy 2018–2021—all of which acknowledge and promote intersectionality
along lines of gender and sexuality.
What is increasingly clear is that there is a critical link between those who are
charged with the duty of representing the state internationally, and issues of gender
and sexuality justice. Far more than just role models, intersectional leaders in diplomacy and security are increasingly being recognized and promoted—leading to one
of the most diverse diplomatic and security services Australia has ever had. As a
core priority to Australian foreign policy, the Asia Pacific region is a key arena in
which this action is taking place. Within this book, which is concerned with gender
and sexuality justice within Asia, the experiences and effects of queer women diplomats and security leaders is therefore an opportunity to delve into how gender and
sexuality plays out in international affairs. More so than perhaps ever before, there is
increasing acceptance and recognition of queer, and women’s, voices, representation
and experiences within the field and region. In among the silencing and invisibility of
their stories, queer women diplomatic and security leaders operate as pioneers in the
region, and their representation is evidently critical, not just for the role-modelling
potential they display for gender and sexuality justice, but for the effect of diverse
representation across political, economic and social issues.
This chapter uses the example of Australian diplomatic and security leaders
deployed within the Asia Pacific region to understand: what does it take to be a
leader in international affairs, and how is identity being for soft power within the
region? Operating in these contexts has challenges. Queer women face multiple
marginalizations, (1) challenging the archetypical diplomat or security leader as a
heteronormative (white) male (Neumann 2008; Enloe 2014), and (2) operating in
different cultural contexts with varying negative attitudes towards women in power
and homosexuality in general (UNDP, ILO 2018). Their experiences reinforce what
Marinucci (2010) finds as a deeply entwined oppression and suppression of gender
and sexuality expression. Yet, women’s experiences also reinforce the privilege and
protection offered by their class, education and positions, which give opportunities
to use identity to extend soft power influence within the region.
As a case study, Australia has a growing foreign military, aid and peace-building
presence in the region, coinciding with an increase in gender equality and LGBTI
inclusion efforts within foreign affairs. The region increasingly represents one of
the largest focal points for not just for the Australian government, but diplomatic
practice globally (Hill 2019). Yet, most of the literature on diplomacy, gender and
sexuality, comes predominantly from European or US perspectives, and contemporary studies on the field are sought (Aggestam and Towns 2018). This chapter
therefore presents a unique case within the Asia-Australia context, providing both
empirical and theoretical contributions to the fields of diplomacy, feminist and queer
theory. The application of this queer, intersectional feminist approach to studying and
analyzing the topic is not just ‘about’ understanding women and queer women; it is
about transforming ways of being and knowing in this space of diplomacy (Peterson
1992).
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This chapter will firstly canvas the literature and context, laying out an understanding of queer, and women’s, leadership, the regional context, and the field of
international diplomacy and security. It will then discuss the research approach,
before exploring: what it takes to be a queer woman and diplomat in the region, and;
how participants’ identities gave them an opportunity to influence Australia’s soft
power diplomacy within the region. Overall, the research finds that the prestige and
privilege associated with the role has a dual affect, both protecting the representative from much of the homophobia and sexism latent in host (and home) societies;
while also highlighting systemic heteronormative policies and social norms that
marginalise and discriminate against their identity. Further, the protected status of
a diplomat or security representative, whose social circles are typically elite, highly
educated and worldly, is found to offer some potential for identity to disrupt ‘business
as usual’ within the region.

A Note on Language
‘Queer’ is a contentious term, both colloquially and in academia (Giffney and
O’Rourke 2016). Within the literature, there is an argument for the reclamation
and appropriation of the word (Tumolo 2016), as a more inclusive term that allows
for fluidity of gender and sexuality expression. For the purposes of this research, the
term ‘queer’ has predominantly been used to identify the women participants.
This chapter also focuses on terminology of the ‘Asia Pacific’ as a region inclusive
of numerous definitional terms and subgroups. For the purpose of this research, the
region canvassed includes East Asia, South Asia, Southeast Asia and Pacific nations
of Oceania. Contemporarily, the Australian government has sought to shift their focus
from a narrow geographical focus on ‘Asia’ to Asia and the Pacific, and even more
recently, to the ‘Indo-Pacific’, a geographical area more inclusive and encompassing
of South and West Asian nations. This chapter still focuses on the terminology
of the ‘Asia Pacific’ as a category currently more widely accepted and used than
‘Indo-Pacific’ within the region it proclaims to cover.

Literature Review
In the past, duties of maintaining state security, sovereignty and national interest
have largely been considered from gender-blind perspectives (Thomson 2017). They
have also been largely blind of intersectionality (Crenshaw 1989)—the influence
of not just gender, but ethnicity, class, sexuality, (dis)ability and so on. Despite
this, the duties of ‘articulat[ing] the meaning within which others from around the
world work and live’ fall to individual leaders—diplomats, attaches and overseas
representatives—who are inherently gendered, racialized and reflective of myriad
sexual orientations (Adler 1997, p. 176). Identity therefore is not something neutral
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or separate to how we conduct interstate relations, it is inextricably entwined with
states’ presence within the region and world—the personal is political (Smith and
Lee 2015; Altman 2001).
There is ‘exceptionally little scholarship’ on the histories of sexuality in diplomacy, particularly of lesbian, gay or bisexual diplomats (Aggestam and Towns 2018,
p. 16). The field of political science and international relations has also marginalized ‘queerness’, despite the fact that both remain centrally focused on power and
the (re)production of power relations (Smith and Lee 2015). Rather than adopting
a queer ‘over’ feminist or feminist ‘over’ queer approach to the subject, Marinucci
(2010) argues for the embedded nature of the oppression and suppression of women
and ‘queer’. As Marinucci states, ‘the oppression of women and the suppression of
lesbian, gay bisexual and transgender existence are deeply entwined’ (2010, p. 106).
Queer feminism then, ‘brings both a queer orientation to feminist theory, and a
feminist orientation to queer theory’ (2010, p. 105).
Although in various circumstances the effect of one identity may be more salient
on participants’ experiences than another, the field of diplomacy and its actions
within the region demonstrate the ways in which gender and sexuality collectively
work to reinforce the marginalization of non-(white), straight, male bodies. As Spike
Peterson argues, the state exercises power not only through its claim to legitimate
violence, but also through state activities, routines and rituals that constitute and
regulate ‘acceptable forms and images of social activity and individual and collective identity’ (Peterson 1992, p. 45). If the history of diplomacy is in any way able
to account for these ‘acceptable forms’ of identity, then in the Australian context,
acceptable forms of identity take on a distinctly heterosexual, masculine and AngloSaxon appearance, suggesting that queer women diplomats and envoys would experience challenges in gaining and maintaining their representational roles. This adds to
Altman and Symons’ (2016) understanding of the precariousness of LGBTI identity,
whereby acceptance of identity remains conditional, and identities remain marked
by ‘not normal’, if not outright ‘abnormal’, which suggests significant barriers for
queer women in any form of employment, let alone highly fluctuating international
representation.
Cynthia Enloe (2014) in her seminal work found international diplomacy to be a
male world, guided by norms of masculinity and occupied by men. Furthering Enloe’s
findings of diplomacy as a world deeply guided by norms of masculinity, Neumann
notes that differing masculinities also exist within a hierarchy. In this way, hegemonic
masculinity (Connell 2009) both legitimizes men’s dominant position in the field and
justifies subordination of women and men along lines gender, as well as ethnicity,
sexuality, ability and class. Following this, women occupy only 15% of ambassador
positions globally, with Towns and Niklasson (2016) finding female ambassadors
less likely to occupy high-status ambassadorships than their male colleagues. For
queer women, the chances of getting an international representative role would seem
low—employment opportunities are generally unevenly distributed across classes,
gender, sexuality and ethnicity (Ackerly et al. 2006; Acker 2012), suggesting queer
women are minority within an already marginalized group in international affairs.
The point at which queer, feminist and diplomatic theory meet presents a rich site for
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analysis to understand what it takes to represent a state internationally, particularly
given that diverse diplomacy is critical to the functioning and representation of states
(Conley Tyler 2016).
Historically, LGBTI individuals have been viewed with caution and suspicion, as
security risks typically excluded from sensitive diplomatic positions (Chua 2016).
Sexual identity placed individuals especially at risk of being blackmailed, and
the loyalties of LGBTI individuals in diplomacy and security were questioned,
perceived as being part of a transnational cosmopolitan community (Chauncey
2005; Crawford 2010). Yet the focus was almost exclusively on gay men, with the
issue of queer women only raised in the context of equality: if gay men were barred
from international appointments, should queer women also be barred?
Increasingly, international and transnational actors have argued that LGBTI rights
are human rights (Britt 2015). Within the region, the past two decades have witnessed
greater acceptance for human rights as a normative moral international framework.
Within the region, the United Nations Development Program (UNDP) and International Labour Organization (ILO) found that across China, the Philippines and
Thailand,
systemic stigma and discrimination based on sexual orientation, gender identity and expression, and sex characteristics (SOGIESC) make lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and
intersex (LGBTI) people amongst the most marginalised populations in the Asia Pacific
region (UNDP, ILO 2018, p. 5).

Further, they found that workplaces are one of the most significant contexts where
discrimination, homophobia and harassment is felt; suggesting that queer women
working within the region may face specific challenges. 23 countries in Asia still
criminalize homosexuality, 13 of which equally apply to women, and in many
instances, homophobia is not just accepted, but state sanctioned (ILGA 2016).
Within this context, how many LGBTI diplomats exist internationally, and, particularly within the region? The paucity of research on the subject, as well as issues of
invisibility and silencing make the representation of LGBTI leaders in international
affairs hard to study. Overall, the literature suggests that the Asia Pacific region
is a difficult place to work as an LGBTI person, and is a region characterized by
high levels of legal and social discrimination, as well as entrenched cultural norms
around gender. Therefore within this context of unknowing, this research explores the
experiences of a small number of LGBTI representatives from an Australian perspective who have self-identified as queer, in order to understand what it takes to be a
diplomat in the region, and how identity is disrupting traditional diplomatic spaces
within the region. Applying Marinucci’s understanding of the ‘deeply entwined’
nature of gender and sexuality, the chapter will first identify what it ‘takes’ to be
a queer woman diplomat in the region (2010, p. 107). Drawing on Conley Tyler’s
(2016) understanding that this identity produces an ‘effect’ within diplomacy and the
region, the second part of the chapter will analyze what this identity means in terms
of impact. This approach fits well within a queer and feminist theoretical approach,
which aims to put traditionally marginalized voices front and centre (McNae and
Vali 2015, p. 298; Smith and Lee 2015).
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Research Design
An intersectional feminist approach guides this comparative case study, a common
methodological choice for this field of research (see, Spark et al. 2018). The primary
data analyzed is taken from qualitative interviews with four women participants who
self-identified as queer or LGBTI, as well as drawing from a wider data set of 56
participants who helped to triangulate the data, and whom spoke of challenges across
gender and sexuality in appointments, even if not identifying as queer themselves.
Conley Tyler et al. (2014) and Spark et al. (2018) provide precedence for this kind of
deep-dive analysis of a small sample of participants. Although typically smaller than
quantitative samples, even small sample sizes of qualitative data can provide rich
evidence to inform theoretical and epistemological debate. Considering women’s
under-representation across diplomacy globally, and the low proportion of LGBTI
women in society and the agencies, the sample size is roughly representative and
able to provide a robust account from which to begin to understand this topic.
In designing the research methodology and questions, intersectionality actively
informed the research, shaping the way and manner in which I asked questions: the
way I introduced the research topic and myself mattered. I used this as an opportunity to share my own personal credibility, as well as the research context and the
‘safety’ of the interview space. Creating a ‘safe’ space was important, particularly as
not just sexism, but racism and homophobia and other forms of discrimination and
harassment may have factored into women’s stories. My personal identity as a young
queer woman researcher, who had been involved in international public diplomacy
efforts with the associated agencies, and whose life had been affected by various
aspects of disability, gender and sexuality, brought a very specific understanding and
ability to connect and explore the research. This contributed to a kind of ‘embodied
intersectionality’ approach to research.
Qualitative interviews were semi-structured and undertaken from 2018 to 2019
with women in executive level (EL) and senior executive service (SES) (or equivalent) level positions across four agencies, after gaining ethical approval from Griffith
University (2018/059) and the Defence People Research—Low Risk Ethics Panel
(098-18). The case agencies include: the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade
(DFAT); Defence; Department of Home Affairs (DHA); and the Australian Federal
Police (AFP). The research chose the four most salient agencies to international
relations based on their strategic importance within diplomatic or security spheres.
Across the four agencies studied, women’s roles internationally vary across portfolios, rank, duties and type of work. While not all would be comfortable or feel
represented by the word ‘diplomat’, by virtue of their international representation
of Australian interests, values and government overseas, their roles are inherently
‘diplomatic’ and involve highly developed skills of diplomacy. At the heart of it,
diplomacy is understood as a ‘set of assumptions, institutions and processes for
managing international relations peacefully’ (Aggestam and Towns 2018, p. 3).
All agencies are at a federal level of government and have high profiles publicly.
Yet, the agencies also have clear differences in terms of levels of women in leadership,

9 Queer Women, Diplomacy and Security: A Case Study …

127

agency structure and culture and policy development for supporting gender equality
and LGBTI diversity. Agency structure also has specific implications for queer
women leaders, with more militaristic agencies particularly steeped in gendered
norms around heteronormative male physicality and enforcement (Enloe 2014;
McGlen and Sarkees 1993). Although there is limited ability to explore this in this
chapter, it suggests that agencies contemporarily classified as more militaristic may
present further challenges to queer women’s leadership and progression.
Because of the small number of women identifying as queer and in Australian
international affairs, and their various statuses of being publicly ‘out’, participants’
names, agencies, post locations and rank are withheld (unless they were part of the
wider cohort of researched participants, where their agency may be identified). The
queer women who form the basis of this research were between the ages of 30–60, all
had partners (75% were married), and some had children. No references to religion
nor particularly their own culture were made. The participants, as Quilty acknowledges, ‘do not exist in contextual singularity’, but rather were sexed, gendered,
classed and racialized (2017, p. 60). One out of the four participants identified as
from an ethnic background (non-white) and two from a rural/regional upbringing.
Class was pervasive across the interviews, but not homogenous. Participants within
DFAT particularly embodied many traditional diplomatic values, particularly around
‘elite’ private school education, dynastic ties and an association with upper-middle
class, genteel and ‘cultured’ norms.
Across all interviewees, individuals had been posted in every region of the world,
however, their specific postings within the region included to: Papua New Guinea,
China, Japan, India, Bangladesh, Thailand, Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam, Hong Kong,
Philippines, Indonesia, Timor Leste, Sri Lanka and the Pacific Islands (Tonga, Samoa,
Fiji).

What Does It Take to Be a Queer Woman and Leader
in International Affairs?
Marinucci notes that queer feminism ‘brings both a queer orientation to feminist
theory, and a feminist orientation to queer theory’ (2010, p. 105). Understanding the
experiences of queer women in international affairs helps us to apply this intersection.
Further, studying how this intersection plays out within the Asia Pacific region—a
region of high levels of gendered and heterosexist norms and values—demonstrates
the complexity of gender and sexuality as it relates with wider society and politics.
The depth of analysis required to explore the way that gender, sexuality, culture
and workplace norms inter-relate in international relations requires more than the
space allowed in this chapter. Recognizing that this chapter cannot cover everything,
this chapter seeks to canvas women’s experiences by exploring core parts of their
narrative particularly around the challenges as they have raised them.
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Key scholars such as Enloe (2014) have canvassed gender within international
affairs to find the field as masculine and male-dominated, however, by applying queer
feminism it is clear that the field is also heteronormative and heterosexist. Because
the ideal diplomat remains the heterosexual, (white) man in Australian international
affairs, heteronormativity and homophobia effect even heterosexual women who
represent a deviation from the masculine norm. In Defence, Participant seven notes
that:
when you look at close girlfriends and I who are still single, there is a view that we must
all be lesbians … actually we’re not [lesbians] … but I mean I’ve been accused of being
a lesbian for a long time, particularly within the Army. (Participant 7, Defence, 20 March
2019)

For some participants, the correlations between them having short hair, no children
and no partner (or a combination of the three), and being a woman in a significant
position of leadership, led to them being recurringly perceived as queer. The way they
were perceived by the outside world and their counterparts is significant for understanding the nature of women’s leadership in international affairs. Even if not queer,
women were frequently typified to be queer. This is emblematic of ‘othering’ experienced by women leaders and diplomats for whom international affairs continues to
reinforce specific gendered and sexual power dynamics that support gender inequality
and heterosexism (Cassidy and Althari 2017). It also reveals the ‘deeply entwined’
nature of the oppression and suppression of women and of ‘queer’ (Marinucci 2010,
p. 107).
For those who did identify as queer, their experiences reveal the layered effect of
their intersectionality. With the rising pressures of an interdependent world, power
struggles within the Asia Pacific region, and increasing cross-border issues from
climate change to counter-terrorism, the power of leaders in international affairs has
magnified (White 2017; McGlen and Sarkees 1993). McGlen and Sarkees note that
the foreign policy elite have come to be ‘more dominant, prestigious, and exclusive
than perhaps ever before’ (1993, p. 1). Demanding and exclusive, the work is characterised by a high mobility, extraordinary commitment and complex decision-making
on topics both inside and outside an envoy’s particular area of expertise (Stephenson
2019).
On top of these general challenges, queer women experience further challenges
in international representation. The diplomatic and security workplace remains a
bastion of prestige and social class, with deeply embedded norms of masculinity
and heteronormativity that on the surface would appear the antithesis of a space
welcoming to queer women (Neumann 2008; Enloe 2014). Queer women leaders
operate at the nexus where the gendered, heteronormative and heterosexist practices
of international affairs meet specific national and overarching international politics,
and their specific hierarchies and practices.
Starting at home, Australian international affairs agencies are bound by antidiscrimination and equal opportunity law, policies and strategies, which in theory (if
not practice), give queer women as many opportunities and protections as any other
employment group. Particularly now that Australia has legalized same-sex marriage,
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queer women are generally afforded the same benefits and allowances as any other
staff member, outlined by each agencies’ overseas conditions of service (Department
of Immigration and Citizenship 2014; Department of Defence 2018; Department of
Foreign Affairs and Trade 2015; Australian Federal Police 2018).
However, depending on host country legal and social acceptance of homosexuality,
differential treatment, harassment and discrimination is common, with queer women
often experiencing a deep form of exclusion. Their experiences are summed as thus:
‘[being LGBTI] is harder offshore where the environment does not sustain - where
it’s illegal or where you’re very much frowned upon’ (Participant 2, 26 June 2018).
Within the region, the experiences of queer women representatives were affected by
their ability to be ‘out’, but did not depend on it. Individuals may have been ‘out’
within their agency or to a select group of colleagues, yet not ‘out’ more broadly
speaking. Or, they could have been entirely ‘out’ to the world. If they were entirely
‘out’, they were subject to greater overt instances of homophobia or heterosexism,
both from within their agency and from the field and/or host country. If they were
not ‘out’, or only partially ‘out’, they still experienced instances of homophobia
and heterosexism, however, this was often coupled with the burden of invisibility
and lack of recognition, both of themselves and/or of their partner and relationship.
Regardless of their ‘out’ status, binary expectations of gender, plus heterosexism,
heteronormativity and homophobia effected their experiences in an additive way.
For instance, due to visa requirements, queer women who sought to represent
Australia in various Asia Pacific nations were required to bring their spouse as a
‘member of the house’. As one participant states:
before [Australia] had [legalised] gay marriage, I think we had something where if the other
country kind of recognised same sex relationships, the same sex partner could go in on that
visa, but otherwise you go in on a member of the household domestic visa. (Participant 1,
18 June 2018)

Often partners might deploy as a ‘maid’ or ‘chauffeur’, resulting in unequal treatment
as spouses and posted couples losing some financial benefits. This had financial and
social ramifications on individuals, as well as signalling ramifications for the attraction and retention of talented leaders who can represent their countries internationally
in the future. Further, the experiences of queer women highlighted the binary challenges attributed to spouses at post—it was not just an issue of what a male ‘trailing
spouse’ at post might do (which is still disruptive enough to the field). Rather, queer
women appeared to challenge the whole structuring of posts around heteronormativity. Women were both in roles of the diplomat and the spouse at the same time, in
the same household—doubly different to traditional diplomatic norms.
Another participant states:
We wouldn’t deploy to somewhere where [homosexuality is] illegal because … I think it’s
critical to have your spouse at post … if you’re going to be in a foreign country for three
years, if you have a spouse, it’s really important to have them offshore to have that support
network because that’s your home, that’s your coming back to something - that’s your peace
point where no matter what sort of stuff happens to you during the course of the day, they’re
your normal you know? It was difficult for me, I did get away the entire three years I think
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without actually having it articulated that my partner was female. They didn’t come to any
events - while they had a visa. (Participant 2, 26 June 2018)

These experiences of prejudice and invisibility was common. As Participant Two goes
on to state, ‘within my own organisation I talk in gender neutral terms. My partner
this, my partner that, we did this, we did that - never by name’ (Participant 2, 26 June
2018). Through applying queer feminism, the effect of this prejudice and invisibility
would suggest added challenges to the well-documented lack of recognition and selfcensoring experienced by women leaders. For instance, Shoemaker and Poire (2014)
found in their study of senior women in the US State Department, that because
of their minority status, female staff would self-censor, which had a detrimental
impact on their visibility and career advancement. Not only were these experiences
of self-censoring over long periods difficult and challenging, but they are likely
to further disadvantage queer women particularly. Negotiating this invisibility also
presents unique challenges in the context of their high profile role and the historical
expectations of diplomacy as a two-person role: husband as diplomat, and (unpaid)
wife playing hostess to a multitude of late night events that are the mainstay of
diplomacy. As one participant states,
I get that it’s a good thing for us to be moral leaders as much as possible, but I also think there
is a duty of care and security issue, and you can push it too far and then you’re sending people
into the lion’s den … the embassies do have quite a high profile particularly where they are
going to small countries or hostile countries, or countries where there’s huge diplomatic
profiles or communities. You are highly exposed and it is hard to hide. (Participant 1, 18
June 2018)

The implications were that in many cases, the need to suppress their identity, and
the personal challenges that came with navigating a particularly male-dominated and
heteronormative field, resulted in self-censoring and opting out of many diplomatic
appointments—the emotional and psychological toll falling heavily on women and
queer individuals (Aggestam and Towns 2018). One participant says:
Obviously when we do our processes we get to exclude countries so we can say we don’t
want to go here or there for cultural reasons. I excluded a number for cultural reasons and
decided I couldn’t do my best job, I couldn’t be me and do what I could do in Dubai for
example. I couldn’t make the best outcomes for [my agency] I think in any other highly
Islamic or highly orthodox country. That’s a practical decision for me about what I want and
taking away that whole - but it should be equal - that made the difference for me because it
gave me peace. (Participant 2, 26 June 2018)

The ability to self-select in and out of certain deployments was important for individuals, but is not possible across all aspects of international deployment, particularly
with security and enforcement agencies offering no choice of location—you go where
you are sent. This was particularly common across agencies such as Defence and
the Department of Home Affairs, and highlights the forms of ‘masculinised and
feminised sacrifice’ that are necessary ‘to sustain a readiness for war’ (Sylvester in
Peterson 1992, p. 160). Further, opting out of certain postings may have ramifications
on individuals’ future careers, as a participant from the larger dataset notes:
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Have you deployed offshore? Have you done the hardship postings? Have you actually
gainfully progressed [the agency’s] wants and needs offshore? Yes, it is a tick in the box [for
career progression]. (Participant 5, 21 June 2018)

The potential loss of highly talented and diverse representatives from the pipeline
also has ramifications on Australian objectives. The under-representation of diverse
women in diplomacy and security is problematized on two fronts: (1) the loss of
women’s equal contribution to international relations decision-making (strategic
grounds) (Gilligan 1982); and that (2) women’s under-representation undermines
the representative nature of Australian democracy and its national interests overseas (moral grounds) (Cass and Rubenstein 1995). Further, diverse representation,
of which queer women are included, adds authenticity and legitimacy to Australia’s
foreign policy objectives in the region. The idea of ‘legitimacy’ is particularly salient
in international affairs, where the key roles of actors are to represent ‘Australia’ and
its interests, and citizens expect that such public-facing agencies should reflect the
constituent elements of the community they represent (Conley Tyler 2016; Farhang
and Wawro 2004). Participant three highlights a key point:
We always talk about how proud we are of our multiculturalism, about our broadmindedness.
All of those things, right? … if we say that and then our overseas presence is the white male,
heterosexual man, then how is that reflective of who Australia is? Not that I’ve got anything
against white, heterosexual men, but it’s only one part of the Australian identity. (Participant
3, 2 August 2018)

This aspect of walking the talk was reiterated as being key to Australia’s engagement with the region, and also led to the identification of identity as a diplomatic,
soft power tool within the region. While queer feminism is important for identifying the multifaceted and layered ways in which gender and sexuality inter-relate
in international affairs within the Asia Pacific region, there is also a responsibility
to highlight the transformative effect of their leadership. This is in alignment with
the emancipatory goals of feminism and queer theory, which should strive not just
to describe and analyse experiences as they are, but transform ways of thinking and
seeing to better understand the impact of diverse identities within diplomacy.

Identity as Soft Power
There has been a longstanding debate between whether women should be included
in international affairs because they are different to men, and whether women should
be included because they have a right to participate as equal citizens (McGlen and
Sarkees 1993). Identity is evidently at the heart of diplomacy. As understood above,
through applying queer feminist approaches, we can see that diplomatic and security spaces are archetypically male, heteronormative, heterosexist and masculine in
nature—with each ‘added’ intersectionality, additive or multilayered challenges for
diverse leaders. Any variation from traditional norms is significant—stretching what
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it means to occupy a position traditionally delineated as existing for certain ‘types’
or bodies of people, and in the process, changing those norms and institutions too.
Looking at this premise of ‘difference’, the inclusion of women and other
marginalized groups within international affairs is advocated on the basis that they
have a special contribution to make to decision-making in international relations. This
is presupposed by the theory of difference, based on the work of Gilligan (1982) who
argues that men and women approach moral and legal matters from different perspectives, and thus add a different voice to the debate. What Gilligan does not recognize at
the time is that this difference, presumably, applies to anyone identifying beyond the
binary as well—highlighting not only the ‘narrowness’ of some strands of feminism
that queer methodologies can further add to, but also the idea that different identities
do bring different perspectives, approaches and understandings. There are pitfalls of
characterizing women’s contributions as ‘different’ or ‘special’, such as what Towns
(2014) argues is women being used as the ‘standard of civilisation’ or the hallmark
of a state’s progressiveness—a theory that could be extended to the promotion of
LGBTI representation and rights. Yet, whether diverse women’s inclusion is based
off difference or sameness, there is evidently something to be said for the increased
diversity in diplomacy and what effect this might be having on re-envisioning the
‘practice’.
Rossetti notes that the traditional roles of diplomats ‘to provide information about
their host country and report timely and reliable information about developments
in their host countries’ is changing, and with it, new forms of public and informal
diplomacy are being brought to the fore (2015, p. 286). Public diplomacy as a concept
highlights how ‘underlying threads of reputation, image and identity’ may be used to
engage and influence foreign and domestic audiences, both formally and informally
using soft power (Rossetti 2015, p. 301). For instance, Morin’s (1994) study found
that women Foreign Service representatives felt that being a woman brought them
substantial advantages to the practice of diplomacy. Amongst such benefits included
the ability to mix freely with women in some societies where men’s gender would
have presented an impediment. Further, women diplomats were potent role models
for host societies, often leading to advancements for local women. Applying a queer
feminist approach, it stands to reason that the identity of queer women in diplomatic
and security leadership would also provide ways to impact and influence international
audiences in the region.
Participants noted that ‘when you’re overseas there’s a lot of scope to be creative
… you’re running your own shop there’ (Participant 3, 2 August 2019). Participants’
experiences revealed strong examples of using personal identity to connect with a
wide set of audiences, often influencing a broader scope of subjects pertinent to
international relations, society and rights. Participant three provides an example of
this impact:
pagebreakwhen the legislation for marriage equality [in Australia] passed I worked with a
local network of lawyers and allies they call themselves, which is a mixture of [local and
non-local] people in [the host country] who are trying to advance the same issue and we
held a reception at the embassy just to talk about the journey in Australia and to promote
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that. 10 years ago, I don’t think there’d be very many embassies talking about LGBTI issues.
(Participant 3, 2 August 2019)

Being an LGBT woman representing Australia in the host country at this time served
as an opportunity to contribute to emerging narratives and priorities. Such events are
becoming more ‘established’ in the representational calendar, with the addition of
International Day Against Homophobia, Biphobia and Transphobia (IDAHOBIT)
(and others) now instituted across many posts. Yet, what became clear across the
interviews was that the conversations and informal diplomacy had might not have
been possible had it ‘just’ been a heterosexual white man in the same position. This
suggests that the intersectional identity of diverse queer women not only had an
additive effect on their challenges, but opportunities too.
Further, Participant One notes that the leadership of diverse women is important
as:
It’s not just about talking the talk. In a way it’s soft diplomacy … demonstrating those values,
they are an export, and that kind of leadership by example, it is sort of about forcing the
issue with other countries who aren’t there yet. (Participant 1, 18 June 2018)

Another participant notes:
I don’t want to be known as, you know, of course the lesbian [diplomat/attache/representative]
would say that. But also, on the LGBTIQ+ issue, I’m able to say, you know there is a role
there that I can play that others can’t or couldn’t, and that’s something that I think is part of
my responsibility as well. (Participant 4, 4 February 2019)

Therefore, identity often gave participants unique opportunities, even in countries
where homosexuality was criminalized and violently punished—such as Papua New
Guinea. Here, the protections of other parts of their identities and roles came to the
fore, reinforcing class, education, rank and role overriding the challenges they may
have experienced as ‘queer’ and ‘women’. Firstly, there was a privilege attached to
rank and role, where representatives, whether queer and women, or not, are likely to
be better treated than the average individual in either host or home country. Being
part of the ‘elite’, in public office, and selected as the representative of a nation
evidently offers considerable status and prestige from which the participants were
able to draw upon.
Secondly, the field involves high levels of education and cultural competency, with
specific codes of conduct aimed at mitigating diplomatic incidences. This ‘worldliness’, combined with clearly established protocol and an understanding that an
individual was ‘merely’ a representative of the state, seemed to allow a broader
scope of human diversity to be accepted and respected.
Thirdly, the women felt themselves to be representing their country firstly and
foremostly, a job viewed as genderless, even while still reinforcing distinct gendered
experiences. For instance:
I do find though as a diplomat or as representative of your country, you don’t have gender,
because you’re representing Australia. So even in places where they don’t normally deal
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with - or they don’t have women in their own service, it’s okay, you’re a foreigner and you’re
representing your country. So it’s never been a complete impediment or anything. In fact in
many ways often it can open doors because there’s more of an interest. Because they’re less
used to having women in those roles. (Participant 6, 15 October 2018)

Finally, in some circumstances, participants’ identities as queer women was felt
to be so far a norm deviation from the standard international representative, that
they felt they were not constrained to the same expectations of either gender. For
many Australian women representing their country in international affairs, their worst
experiences of sexism, discrimination and harassment was found to be agency-based,
rather than dependent on the host location (Stephenson 2019). This further reinforces
how, despite the cultural and norm differences across the Asia Pacific region, as long
as queer women have the support and structures available within their deploying
agency, their ability to contribute and be respected as representatives in the region
can be highly successful.

Conclusion
This chapter has explored the experiences of a sample of queer women who have
deployed as Australian representatives within the Asia Pacific region, to begin to
understand what it takes to be an international representative, and what opportunities
queer identity allows for soft power diplomacy. The application of queer feminist
theory has sought to add greater nuance and understanding to the diplomatic field,
as well as to our understandings of how queer, and women’s, identity may be experienced within the Asia Pacific region. Overall, it is clear that despite the women’s
diverse sexualities, gender is still disruptive. As one participant notes:
I asked the ambassador at the time [how the host country might treat having an LGBTI
representative] … He said … by the time they get over the fact that you’re a senior female,
the gay thing will be the last thing they’ll worry about. (Participant 3, 2 August 2018)

Participant experiences highlight how visa and spousal benefits issues, as well
as silencing and invisibility, affect the representative experience. They experience
the field much as Enloe (2014) finds it: male-dominated and guided by norms of
masculinity. Yet it is clear that it is also heteronormative, and in cases, heterosexist.
Further, the protected status of a diplomat or representative, whose social circles are
typically elite, highly educated and worldly, obviously offers some protection for
queer women in this space to live and work in the region, perhaps more so than other
fields of work. The role both protects the diplomat from much of the homophobia
and sexism latent in host (and home) societies; while also highlighting systemic
heteronormative policies and social norms that marginalize and discriminate against
their identity. Norms and institutions both constrained, and enabled women in their
roles, with the women clearly demonstrating that their identities were able to add to
Australia’s soft power diplomacy within the region.
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While this research presents a small vignette to understand the experiences of
queer women operating as diplomatic and security leaders in the region, significant
gaps remain in understanding baseline statistics about LGBTI representatives globally and their experiences and effects within the region specifically. The concept of
identity as a soft power tool in diplomacy is one that should be further explored
and conceptualized. It has the potential to add significantly to debates around power
and influence in international relations, particularly given the rise of LGBTI rights,
voices and perspectives in the region. It suggests that as much as queer women may
be subject of gender and sexuality injustices within the Asia Pacific region, they are
also a key part of establishing gender and sexuality justice in the region.

References
Acker, J. (2012). Gendered organisations and intersectionality: Problems and possibilities. Equality,
Diversity and Inclusion: An International Journal, 31(3), 214–224.
Ackerly, B., Stern, M., & True, J. (2006). Feminist methodologies for international relations.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Adler, N. (1997). Global leadership: Women leaders. Management International Review, 37, 171–
196.
Aggestam, K., & Towns, A. (2018). The gender turn in diplomacy: A new research agenda.
International Feminist Journal of Politics, 21(1), 9–28.
Altman, D. (2001). Global sex. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Altman, D., & Symons, J. (2016). Queer wars. Cambridge: Polity Press.
Australian Federal Police. (2018). Benefits and conditions. https://www.afp.gov.au/careers/benefitsconditions. Accessed 17 Jan 2018.
Britt, B. (2015). LGBT rights in contemporary global politics: Norms, identity, and the politics of
rights. PhD Dissertation: University of Delaware.
Cass, D., & Rubenstein, K. (1995). Representations of women in the Australian constitutional
system. Adelaide Law Review, 17(1), 3–48.
Cassidy, J., & Althari, S. (2017). Introduction: Analysing the dynamics of modern diplomacy
through a gender lens. In J. Cassidy (Ed.), Gender and diplomacy. London: Routledge.
Chauncey, G. (2005). Why marriage? The history shaping today’s debate on gay equality. New
York: Basic Books.
Chua, J. Y. (2016). Eurovision and the making of queer (counter-)cultural diplomacy. The Yale
Review of International Studies. http://yris.yira.org/essays/1650. Accessed 22 Mar 2019.
Conley Tyler, M. (2016). Diversity and diplomacy. Australian Journal of International Affairs,
70(6), 695–709.
Conley Tyler, M., Blizzard, E., & Crane, B. (2014). Is international affairs too ‘hard’ for
women? Explaining the missing women in Australia’s international affairs. Australian Journal
of International Affairs, 68(2), 156–176.
Connell, R. (2009). Gender: In world perspective, 2nd ed. Cambridge: Polity Press.
Crawford, C. (2010, March 30). The love that dared not speak its name in the Foreign Office.
The Independent. https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/this-britain/the-love-that-dared-notspeak-its-name-in-the-foreign-office-1931127.html. Accessed 21 Mar.
Crenshaw, K. (1989). Demarginalising the intersection of race and sex: A black feminist critique of
antidiscrimination doctrine, feminist theory and antiracist politics. University of Chicago Legal
Forum, 1, 139–167.
Department of Defence. (2018). Annual report 2017–2018. https://www.defence.gov.au/Annual
Reports/17-18/. Accessed 19 Mar 2019.

136

E. Stephenson

Department of Immigration and Citizenship. (2014). DIAC enterprise agreement 2011–2014. https://
www.homeaffairs.gov.au/careers-subsite/files/diac-ea-2011-2014.pdf. Accessed 22 Mar 2019.
Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade. (2015). Women in leadership strategy: Promoting equality
and dismantling barriers. http://dfat.gov.au/about-us/publications/Documents/women-in-leader
ship-strategy.pdf. Accessed 9 Jun 2017.
Enloe, C. (2014). Bananas, beaches and bases: Making feminist sense of international politics
(Updated ed.). Oakland: University of California Press.
Farhang, S., & Wawro, G. (2004). Institutional dynamics on the US court of appeals: Minority
representation under panel decision making. Journal of Law, Economics and Organisation. 20(2),
299–330. https://doi.org/10.1093/jleo/ewh035.
Giffney, N., & O’Rourke, M. (2016). The Ashgate research companion to queer theory. New York:
Routledge.
Gilligan, C. (1982). In a different voice: Psychological theory and women’s development.
Cambridge: Harvard University Press.
Hill, C. (2019). Australia in the ‘Indo-Pacific’ century: Rewards, risks, relationships. https://www.
aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/Briefi
ngBook44p/IndoPacific. Accessed 22 Mar 2019.
Key, M. (2019). Bill to ensure US foreign policy promotes LGBTI rights reintroduced. https://
www.washingtonblade.com/2019/04/02/bill-to-ensure-us-foreign-policy-promotes-lgbti-rightsreintroduced/. Accessed 16 June 2019.
ILGA. (2016). State-sponsored homophobia (11th ed.). https://ilga.org/downloads/02_ILGA_S
tate_Sponsored_Homophobia_2016_ENG_WEB_150516.pdf. Accessed 22 Mar 2019.
Marinucci, M. (2010). Feminism is queer: The intimate connection between queer and feminist
theory. London: Zed Books.
McGlen, N., & Sarkees, M. (1993). Women in foreign police: The insiders. New York: Routledge.
McNae, R., & Vali, K. (2015). Diverse experiences of women leading in higher education: Locating
networks and agency for leadership within a university context in Papua New Guinea. Gender
and Education, 27(3), 288–303. https://doi.org/10.1080/09540253.2015.1027669.
Morin, A. M. (1994). Do women make better ambassadors? Study of 50 years of female envoys
shows gender can be an advantage. Foreign Service Journal, December, 26–30.
Neumann, I. (2008). The body of the diplomat. European Journal of International Relations, 14(4),
671–695.
Peterson, S. (1992). Gendered states: Feminist (re)visions of international relations theory. Boulder,
CO: Lynne Rienner.
Quilty, A. (2017). Improbable frequency? Advocating queer-feminist pedagogic alliances within
Irish and European higher education contexts. European Journal of Women’s Studies, 24(1),
55–69.
Rossetti, S. (2015). Changes for diplomacy under the lens of feminist neo-institutional theory: The
case for Australia. The Hague Journal of Diplomacy, 10, 285–305. https://doi.org/10.1163/187
1191X-12341314.
Shoemaker, J., & Poire, M. L. (2014). US congressional staffs. Women in Peace and Security
Careers, Women in International Security.
Smith, N., & Lee, D. (2015). What’s queer about political science? The British Journal of Politics
and International Relations, 17(1), 49–63.
Spark, C., Cox, J., & Corbett, J. (2018). Being the first: Women leaders in the Pacific islands.
Birmingham, UK: Development Leadership Program.
Stephenson, E. (2019). Domestic challenges and international leadership: A case study of women
in Australian international affairs. Australian Journal of International Affairs, 73(3), 234–253.
Sylvester, C. (1992). Feminists and realists view autonomy and obligation in international relations.
In S. Peterson (Ed.), Gendered states: Feminist (re)visions of international relations theory.
Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner.
Thomson, J. (2017). Resisting gendered change: Feminist institutionalism and critical actors.
International Political Science Review, 39(2), 178–191.

9 Queer Women, Diplomacy and Security: A Case Study …

137

Towns, A. (2014). Carrying the load of civilisation: The status of women and challenged hierarchies.
Millennium: Journal of International Studies, 42(3), 595–613.
Towns, A., & Niklasson, B. (2016). Gender, international status, and ambassador appointments.
Foreign Policy Analysis, 13, 521–540.
Tumolo, M. (2016). Reclaiming queer: Activist and academic rhetorics of resistence. Rhetoric and
Public Affairs, 19(2), 340–343.
UNDP, ILO. (2018). LGBTI people and employment: Discrimination based on sexual orientation, gender identity and expression, and sex characteristics in China, the Philippines and Thailand. file:///C:/Users/s2760480/Downloads/rbap-hhd-2018-lgbti-people-andemployment.pdf. Accessed 22 Mar 2019.
White, H. (2017). Without America: Australia in the New Asia. Making sense of a new reality and the
return of power politics—A quarterly essay extract. https://www.themonthly.com.au/blog/hughwhite/2017/04/2017/1512357833/without-america-australia-new-asia. Accessed 4 Jan 2018.

Elise Stephenson is a Ph.D. Candidate and New Colombo Plan Alumni at the School of Government and International Relations, Centre for Governance and Public Policy, and Gender and
Governance program, Griffith University. Elise’s research focuses on women leaders in diplomacy
and security contexts, involving comparative research of the Australian government Departments
of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Defence, Department of Home Affairs, and Australian Federal
Police. Elise is an Australian Representative on the Commonwealth Youth Gender Equality
Network (CYGEN), a representative on the Queensland State Government LGBTI Roundtable, and
representative on the national LGBTI Roundtable on Australian Aid in the Asia Pacific. Elise is
recognized as one of 2019s Young Women to Watch in International Affairs.

Chapter 10

The Power of Transformation
and Transforming Power: A Malaysian
Female-to-Male Transgender Person’s
Narrative
Sharon A. Bong

Introduction
In this chapter, I foreground the narrative of a Malaysian female-to-male (FTM)
transgender person which serves as a prism through which the notions of ‘power’
and ‘transformation’ are acted out upon. The power of transformation, as the title
suggests, alludes to Adam’s (pseudonym) multiple coming outs: as a radical lesbian
feminist (woman loving women) to female-to-male transgender person (his early
transitioning realized incrementally about a decade ago through hormonal pills,
reconstructive breast surgery and hysterectomy) and bisexual (in being sexually
attracted to both women and men). The fuller and later transitioning of Adam’s,
e.g. bottom surgeries and his formal conversion to Islam following his marriage to
a Malay-Muslim Malaysian woman, are featured in my forthcoming book (Bong
2020).
Through such transformations in sexuality and spirituality, I aim to show how
Adam transforms power as his narrative of becoming, in making sense of who he
is, is on the one hand, concordant with the nation’s narrative of becoming a postcolonial nation-state. On the other hand, Adam’s narrative is divergent from the
nation’s postcolonial narrative: where the latter elides even represses differences that
matter (e.g. ethnicity, culture, religion, gender and sexualities), the former embodies
such differences that matter and in doing so, legitimates even sacralises them. By
reclaiming the power to queer time and space, Adam inadvertently relocates his social
marginalization to social marginality—from dispossession to dissent—in inhabiting
the trans-states of becoming. His micro-narrative of difference potentially disrupts
the macro-narrative of hegemonic sameness that hardens boundaries between ethnic
and religious majority/minorities, heterosexual majority/sexual minorities, etc.
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The tensions between the macro-narrative of sameness and micro-narratives
of difference are evident through media representations of transgender persons in
Malaysia which are ambivalent at best. To illustrate, the brutal murder of Shameera
Krishnan (Shurentheran 2017) is contrasted with the honouring of Nisha Ayub as
recipient of the 2016 US Secretary of State’s International Women of Courage Award
for her advocacy of gender justice for the transgender community (Azizan 2016);
Hazreen Shaik Daud is Malaysia’s first male-to-female transgender in politics, in
having been appointed as a political secretary to a state assemblyman of one of
the opposition political parties which in turn, heralded the set-up of a transgender
committee in the northern state to address transgender issues (Palatino 2013); Aleesha
Farhana Abdul Aziz’s plight moved the nation as she, a post-operative male-to-female
transgender applied for a name change but was rejected by the court and she subsequently passed on (Zolkepli and Ramli 2011); four Muslim transsexuals challenged
the Sharia law that ‘bars Muslim men from dressing or posing as women’ while
the Constitution, upholds those rights in ‘[barring] discrimination on the grounds
“of religion, race, descent, place of birth or gender”’ (AFP 2012); a new leader
for a local Indian seven-generation transgender community, was ordained (Muthiah
2012) and the ‘colourful send-off’ for her predecessor, Asha Amma (Mother Asha)
‘the oldest transgender woman in Malaysia’, is reverently remembered for aiding
many transgender persons who remain today largely disenfranchised (Lim 2012).
The study of transgender persons in Malaysia is under-researched and like popular
discourse in the media, tends to focus on male-to-female transgender persons. The
seminal text remains Teh Yik Koon’s (2002) pioneering mixed methods (quantitative and qualitative) study of male-to-female transsexuals or mak nyahs who are
stigmatized institutionally; the police, religious officials, medical practitioners, the
workplace even the public at large. Joseph Goh (2012) posits that the queer bodies of
seven Muslim mak nyahs interviewed, are ‘sacred sites’ in defiance of institutional
Islam that deems such bodies as deviant. In self-identifying sexually as mak nyah
and spiritually as Muslim, they manifest ‘divine activity in and through their bodies’
(p. 519). The ‘queer body-sacramentality’ of mak nyahs encapsulates their reconciliation (for most) of who they are as transgender persons and Muslims, created
in the image of God. The sacralizing of the body becomes sacramental; one of ‘the
polyvalent ways in which people consequently respond to these divine actions’ of
‘what God is doing for God’s people throughout their lives’ (p. 514). Goh’s (2019)
singular text refreshingly spotlights Malaysian Christian trans men’s negotiations of
their gender variant identities and ‘transnegative bearing’ faith (2019, p. 15). Rather
than eschew their faith, the four trans men interviewed, hold on to a personal sense of
God and in doing so, show and others, particularly dogmatic churches how to ‘love
wholeheartedly’ as they embody the ‘outpouring of divine love’ as persons created
in the image of God (p. 16).
Within the broader context of Asia, the eminent scholar, Michael G. Peletz, in
taking off from Aihwa Ong’s reading of the prefix ‘trans’, defines ‘transgender’:
‘“Trans denotes both moving through space or across lines, as well as changing
the nature of something”—as in transformation or transfiguration or, going beyond
this, transcend—be it a bounded entity or process or a relationship between two or
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more phenomena’ (Ong 1999, as cited in Peletz 2007, pp. 43–44). He goes on to
caution researchers in sexuality studies on uncritically borrowing and transplanting
Western-originating labels, such as ‘transgender’, in ‘Asian settings’ (p. 44), in terms
of what counts as transgressive or transformative sex/gender/desire behaviour and
who decides this and for whom.
His terms such as ‘gender pluralism’ and ‘sexual pluralism’ (pp. 44–45) are
instructive in understanding individual and collective management of pluralism
wherein ‘diversity without legitimacy is not pluralism’ (p. 44). There is, undoubtedly,
gender and sexual diversity—i.e. human sexuality is polyvalent which goes beyond
the heteronormativity of being either born male, gendered masculine and desiring
the opposite sex or born female, gendered feminine and desiring the opposite sex.
However, non-normative genders and sexualities are not always ‘accorded legitimacy’ (p. 44). But where they are—such as the hijras or ‘third sex’ (“castelike groups
of ritual specialists”, the majority of whom comprise hermaphrodites and eunuchs) in
South Asia (pp. 46–48) or to a lesser extent, the sadhins (female-bodied transgender
ascetics) who transgress ‘normative female sexuality’ in eschewing the prescriptive roles of wife and mother (pp. 48–49)—there is ‘gender pluralism’ and ‘sexual
pluralism’, according to Peletz. In Southeast Asia, there is ambivalence directed
at kathoeys in Thailand, waria and banci in Indonesia, bakla in southern Christian Philippines and bantut in Muslim south Philippines (p. 52). These transgender
persons embody ‘gender transgression rather than sexual transgression’: they are
male-bodied individuals who are gendered feminine through gender scripts involving
dress, behaviour and occupations but are neither necessarily nor exclusively engaged
in same-sex relations (p. 52).
As such, non-heteronormative genders and sexualities in early modern Asia
before the onslaught of Christianization followed by Islamization of the Malay
archipelago are to some extent, ‘accorded legitimacy’ (Peletz 2007, p. 44). The
Bugis in Indonesia inhabit a five-gender system comprising male, female—which
gender binaries valorise—calabais (male-bodies persons whose gender expressions
are feminine and who often have male partners), calalais (female-bodies who largely
fulfil men’s roles) and bissus (mostly intersex persons) who are gender variant and
invested with important religious functions (Wieringa 2013, p. 102). In Malaysia, the
National Fatwa Council, the august Muslim authority in Malaysia, issued a religious
edict (fatwa) in 1982 banning sex reassignment surgery (SRS) for trans persons but
allowing it for intersex persons as SRS would be deemed corrective for the latter
to facilitate their adherence to a gender binary system. However, through dialogue
with the transgender community, the Federal Territories Mufti (religious leader),
states that, ‘Religious authorities should revisit a fatwa (edict) declaring transgenderism as un-Islamic… [as] the phenomenon is not inherently wrong’ (Edward 2018).
He cited from Islamic teachings that the first type of Mukhannaths (transsexuals)
are frowned upon—‘men who impersonate as women (Mukhannath bi al-takalluf )’
rather than ‘those who are born physically male but possess a female gender identity
(Mukhannath min Kalqin)’.
Human dignity that embodies the sacredness in the human form is experienced
with each of Adam’s coming outs where he is called upon to witness—in making
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known to himself and others—transmutations or, as others are wont to contend,
transgressions in sexuality and spirituality, particularly in the context of Malaysia. In
Christianity, the transgressive power of transformation and transforming power find
parallelisms in Jesus’ transfiguration that begins with his baptism and ends with his
Ascension. The transfiguration of Christ (narrated in Matthew 17:1-6, Mark 9:1-8 and
Luke 9:28-36 and alluded to in 2 Peter 1:16-18 and John 1:14), is the manifestation of
the Divinity in human form (Richert 2013). And the three disciples, Peter, James and
John who are called upon to witness this dazzling miracle are similarly ‘privileged’
to witness the horrors of the Passion of Christ—to realize the proximity between
human suffering and salvific joy. And from a secularized sexuality rights framework,
human dignity is the cornerstone of the Yogyakarta Principles and its 10-year review
(YP+10), that reinstates the diversity in sexual orientation, gender identity, gender
expression and sex characteristics (SOGIESC) and stresses the concomitant need
for State and legal protection for all, especially gender variant persons, as enshrined
across its 38 Principles (ICJ 2007; YP+10 2017).
In grounding theorizing and theologising on lived reality, in fidelity to a feminist
methodology, Adam’s narrative is privileged for its transformative effects. It is one
of 30 in-depth, semi-structured and audio-(digitally) recorded interviews (including
follow-up interviews) conducted from 2007 to 2019 in Malaysia and Singapore on
the topic of negotiating the tensions of sexuality or religiosity in same-sex partnerships. Interviewees were asked: (a) ‘How do you experience your partnership
in relation to your faith’; and (b) ‘How do you experience your faith in relation to
your relationship’. Given the ethnic, cultural and religious diversity in Malaysia,1 the
ethno-religious profile of interviews is as follows: i.e. gays and lesbians comprising
Malay-Muslims (three), Chinese-Christiana (14), Chinese-Buddhists (nine), Chinese
non-believers (two), an Indian Hindu mystic who is an intersex lesbian and a then
Chinese Universal Spiritualist now Muslim who is a female-to-male transgender
person (Adam).
This paper offers an exploratory and multi-disciplinary approach encompassing
Malaysian studies, citizenship studies, gender, sexuality and queer studies and
theology and religious studies in considering CoGen’s conference theme on ‘Gender
and sexuality justice in Asia: Finding resolutions through conflicts’. Through a qualitative analysis of Adam’s interview transcript using a grounded theory methodology,2
the first section of the paper foregrounds the power of transformation realized through
1 Based

on the decennial 2010 Population and Housing Census of Malaysia (or Census 2010),
of the total population of 28.3 million, with Malaysians consisting of 91.8%, adherents to Islam
comprise 61.3%, Buddhism 19.8%, Christianity 9.2%, Hinduism 6.3% and Confucianism, Taoism
and Tribal/folk/other traditional Chinese religion 1.3%, other religion 0.4%, no religion 0.7% and
unknown 1.0%. In terms of ethnic composition, Malaysian citizens comprise: Bumiputera (MalayMuslim, Orang Asli or original peoples of West Malaysia and Indigenous peoples of East Malaysia)
67.4%, Chinese 24.6%, Indians 7.3% and others 0.7% (Department of Statistics Malaysia 2011,
pp. 5, 9).
2 Through a grounded theory methodology, theory is inductively generated from data which in this
study comprises textual data (30 interview transcripts). I use a Computer-Assisted Qualitative Data
Analysis Software called ATLAS.ti as a data analyses tool, essentially working with codes which
is the smallest unit of meaning.
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Adam’s multiple coming outs: as a radical lesbian feminist, a female-to-male transgender person and bisexual. The second section of the paper discusses how Adam
transforms power as he opens up spaces of belonging within institutions, e.g. the
familial, educational, faith (as a Buddhist), intra-national (or global) even virtual
spaces (as a netizen of FTM transsexuals). Adam’s narrative of becoming makes
visible the tenuous narrative of becoming of a nation-state that deploys a hegemonic
discourse of gender and sexuality which privileges a stable, heterosexual subject
engaged in sanctioned heterosexual relations—marriage and procreation—for the
sake of nation-building. As such, the State’s rhetoric and practice of respecting differences that matter are markedly disparate. Adam, in living out his hyphenated identity
as everyday practices, reclaims ‘inclusive citizenship’ (Cossman 2002; Lister 2007;
Plummer 2001) and potentially calls to question the extent to which not only gender
and sexual pluralism but also ethnic, cultural and religious pluralism are accorded
legitimacy. In doing so, transforming power through the power of transformation
not only realizes but also radicalizes the vision for a socially just, sustainable and
inclusive Malaysia.

The Power of Transformation: Love in a Time
of Post-coloniality
The narrative of becoming of Adam as a transgender person is significantly marked
by his multiple coming outs. Coming out in the micro-narrative of a transgender
person is paralleled to historical moments in the meta-narrative of nation-building
as it marks a distinct temporal (and spatial) shift in the process of becoming. Adam
thus reflects:
And I think coming out is a really important process…of course the first step is coming out
to yourself, knowing who you are. The three steps I think [are]: first is having that knowledge
but not wanting to accept it. Second is accepting it yourself and I did that when I was 18, I
wrote inside my diary; [in reminiscent tone] ‘I am a lesbian’. I wrote that.
And that was after I tried dating guys. Yeah, I tried to blend in. At that time, you start dating.
Everybody is dating guys and talking about guys, [although I was] like totally uninterested…
this is the last time I am going to bluff myself… I’m going to do this to someone and to
myself. This is the last time. I am going to now accept myself – I am lesbian – not going to
date anymore guys just to blend in.

Adam reaffirms the significance of coming out as ‘a really important process’ that
celebrates the historicity of his self-acceptance at 18 years of age, as he had known
that he ‘was different since [he] was six years old’ (as he states at the outset of the
interview). Coming out heralds a rite of passage from a ‘bad teenage life [where
he was] very lonely’ (stated elsewhere in the interview)—burdened with shame and
guilt for an intervening 12 years—to self-identification as a ‘lesbian’. The act of
writing himself—‘I am lesbian’—chronicles this temporal marker in his process of
becoming. From one who ‘tried to blend in… by dating guys and talking to guys’,
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he becomes another who eschews such conformity to ‘compulsory heterosexuality’
(Rich 1980) that not only naturalizes heterosexuality but also renders it ‘compulsory’
through rewards for compliance and sanctions for non-compliance. The declaration
that, ‘this is the last time I am going to bluff myself’, reinforced through the repetition
of ‘this is the last time’—ritualises his maturation in embracing honesty and not
duplicity from that time onwards (he is now in his mid-forties).
In conceptualizing a ‘queer phenomenology’, Sara Ahmed posits that ‘straightness [is] about becoming rather than being’ (Ahmed 2006, p. 553). Heterosexuality
is de-naturalized as a pre-discursive and immutable given: it is an orientation. In
doing so, she destabilizes the binary opposition of heterosexuality/homosexuality
in de-privileging heterosexuality as the centre around which queer sexualities are
off-centred or marginalized. This makes visible how heterosexuality has come to
be not only naturalized but made ‘compulsory’ through rewards for compliance
and sanctions for non-compliance. That ‘[one] is not born, but becomes straight’ in
paraphrasing Simone de Beauvoir (p. 553), dismantles to some extent, ‘compulsory
heterosexuality’ (Rich 1980).
Becoming queer for Adam is opting for the queer path through the realization of his
desires. As Ahmed says: the ‘temporality of orientation reminds us that orientations
are effects of what we tend towards, where the “towards” marks a space and time that
is almost, but not quite, available in the present’ (2006, p. 554). At this juncture, in
claiming the gender script of becoming a ‘radical lesbian-feminist’, Adam disrupts
the ‘compulsory order of sex/gender/desire’ (Butler 1990, p. 17) as one who is born
female, gendered masculine and desirous of women, as he recounts:
So, in those early years after I came out, I was a very radical lesbian-feminist. Of course at
that time, it was the 90s… [and] in America, the feminist issues were reproductive rights. Of
course sexuality rights were always there. And so, I was very politicised–lah by that whole
feminist movement there. I remember I like started coming out to everyone with a vengeance
[interviewer laughs], with my host family and they were totally like shocked [interviewee
laughs]… So I just wanted to see how people react to me. I was just very rude, [I’d say]
‘Yeah, I’m gay’. Or they [make] funny jokes about gay [people] and I’ll say, ‘Yeah, and
you’re talking to one’. I’ll just be in their face. So it was just very important for me to state
my sexuality… at that time you know. It’s just a phase-lah, you had to go through that. It
was very important to me.

As ‘orientations are effects of what we tend toward’ (Ahmed 2006, p. 554), Adam in
tending towards women rather than men, as a ‘very radical lesbian-feminist’, becomes
a queer subject. To become a queer subject constitutes both a turning towards homosexual objects of desire and concomitant turning away from heterosexual objects of
desire. Becoming sexually oriented as queer, ‘means not only that we have to turn
[away from] the objects given to us by heterosexual culture’, to rephrase Ahmed, ‘but
also that we must turn [toward] objects that take us off this line’ (Ahmed 2006, p. 554).
As a ‘very radical lesbian-feminist’, Adam reifies such an orientation by living out
a ‘paradigm of female controlled female sexuality’ that finds radical expression in
‘lesbian separatism’ (Tong 1992, p. 125). The repetitive acts of sustaining the foreclosure of being attracted to homosexual or same-sex objects or disavowing ‘compulsory
heterosexuality’ is further manifest in his ‘coming out to everyone (including his host
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family in America) with a vengeance… I’ll just be in their face’. The ‘temporality of
orientation… [that] marks a space and time that is almost, but not quite, available in
the present’ (Ahmed 2006, p. 554) is evident in Adam’s ‘being very politicised’ in
cognisance of the symmetry of his identity politics and the global feminist movement
in the 1990s then as a Malaysian studying abroad in North America.
The ‘temporality of orientation… [that] marks a space and time that is almost, but
not quite, available in the present’ (Ahmed 2006, p. 554), is also pronounced in his
awareness of sexuality rights and the absence of such rhetoric and practice of rights
in the context of Malaysia, then and now, even in post-GE14 times (14th General
Elections held in May 2018 with the astounding and historical victory of the opposition parties, i.e. Pakatan Harapan). Sexuality rights encompass the right to participate
in sexual activity, the right to pleasure, the right to sexual (and reproductive) selfdetermination, the right to self-definition, the right to self-expression, the right to
self-realization, the right of consent to sexual practice in personal relationships, the
right to freely choose our sexual partners and the right to publicly recognized sexual
relationships (Richardson 2000).3 In fully living out the breadth of sexuality rights,
Adam is a living testimony of the transgressive potential of a transgender person. His
micro-narrative of becoming as such, serves as a counterfoil to the absence of the
rhetoric and practice of sexuality rights in the meta-narrative of becoming Malaysia
that is beset by, inter alia, ‘Asian values’. The Westernized branding of sexuality
rights is deemed a defilement of ‘Asian values’. ‘Asian values’ in turn, is problematised as ‘national mobilisation ideologies directed against the West’ (Senghaas
1998, p. 99). The purity of a national identity necessitates the erasure of differences
that are potentially polluting, evidenced by media representations not only of sexual
minorities but also sexualised bodies. The fiction of a hegemonic, unified national
identity contained by heteronormativity is sustained by the reification of the binaries
of purity/pollution and sacred/profane.
That ‘the imaginative whole (national identity) is indeed more fictive than the sum
of its parts (socially marginal)’ (Bauman 2004, p. 23), is made visible through the
courage of a few to make sacred what the majority deems profane. Adam’s second
coming out as a transsexual exemplifies such courage, as he makes sense of his
personal narrative of becoming:
I think in fact I’m going through another phase now that I’m… coming out as a transsexual
person. So I feel like this is another big coming out again. If I’m ever to do the transitioning
process, I think it would be really harder. It’s harder than coming out as a gay person [laughs]
‘cause I think, I look back at when I was six years old and to my puberty age and I always
felt that I was in the wrong body. I always felt that I was supposed to be a boy, supposed to
be a man… And now they ask me ‘Are you a woman and a man?’ I can just say, ‘It doesn’t
matter’; sometimes I pass as a man, sometimes a woman. But of course… people [who]
have known me for a long time, all know me as a woman. And so for me, it’s like being
a woman is very important, socially and politically because I’m a feminist. But I think my
sexuality and my gender and my way of expression is very masculine and I think that’s what
I’m comfortable with.
3 See

also the Yogyakarta Principles, the most comprehensive sexuality rights document to date
(International Commission of Jurists 2007).
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The non-linearity of his ‘coming out as a transsexual person’ is noteworthy: he
has ‘always felt that [he] was in the wrong body. [He has] always felt that [he] was
supposed to be a boy, supposed to be a man’. His ‘transitioning process’ from a ‘very
radical lesbian-feminist’, as one born female, gendered masculine and desirous of
women, to a ‘transsexual person’ as one born male in a female’s body, gendered
masculine and desirous of both women and men, is effected by bodily modifications such as ‘top surgery’ (breast removal) in 2008 and ingesting male hormones.
Adam quips that he was ‘spread out like Jesus Christ’ for his ‘top surgery’. His
alignment with Jesus Christ who was ‘spread out’ as he was crucified on the cross is
suggestive of the transgressive power of transformation and transforming power that
is embodied by a person transitioning. His ‘transitioning process’ exceeds a ‘onedimensional (linear) trajectory’ in ‘being-closeted-to-being-out’ (Yip 2005, p. 295) to
‘being-closeted-to-being-out-to-being-closeted-to-being-out’. In doing so, Adam, in
effecting his own ‘transitioning process’ in becoming a ‘transsexual person’, cannot
be contained within queer theorizing, as espoused by Ahmed (2006). His narrative
of becoming challenges both heteronormativity—the normalization and routinization of heterosexuality and ‘homonormativity’—the normalization and routinization
of homosexuality (Ahmed 2006, p. 567). Both prescribe a unidirectional attraction;
exclusively opposite sex in the former and exclusively same sex in the latter. Through
his everyday practice, Adam also shows what it means to deconstruct sex/gender as
theorized by feminist-postmodernists such as Butler (1990), as he says: “[Sex/gender]
doesn’t matter; sometimes I pass as a man, sometimes a woman”. That the subversive
potential of transgenderism in becoming and unbecoming, ad infinitum, is not to be
romanticized is apparent, as Adam emphasizes that ‘coming out as a transsexual
person’ is ‘harder than coming out as a gay person’.

Transforming Power: Queering Spaces of Belonging
The non-linear micro-narrative of Adam’s ‘transitioning [processes]’ as a transgender person, afford contrasting ways in encountering differences that matter.
Where national identity tends to be constituted by the insistence on sameness (or
likeness), in Adams narrative, his hyphenated identities as a ‘very radical lesbianfeminist’ and ‘transsexual person’ are constituted by the performativity of difference. In this section of the paper, the opening up of spaces by Adam as he negotiates
access to and belonging in these familial, educational, faith (as a Buddhist), intranational (or global) even virtual spaces (as a netizen of FTM transsexuals), affords a
counter-narrative against the marginalization even repression of non-heteronormative
sexualities in Malaysia.
Within Family resilience research, ‘resilience has a symbolic or meaning-making
component that coexists with the behavioural strategies’ (Walsh 1996, as cited in
Oswald 2002, p. 379). It encompasses ‘intentionality strategies to create and sustain
family ties in the absence of much societal support’ (p. 379). In the context of
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Malaysia, ‘the absence of much societal support’ find expression in the criminalisation of homosexual sexual acts, non-legalization of same-sex marriages and the
denigration of sexual minorities and sexualised bodies.4 Adam’s coming out to his
mother and the latter’s ambivalent response to her daughter’s sexual orientation,
counts as ‘life experiments’ (Weeks et al. 2001) of doing family differently. As
Adam recalls:
I wrote a letter to my mum… I didn’t use the word ‘lesbian’ because it’s just too rude to
tell your mum you’re lesbian [laughs]. It’s like so disrespectful. I couldn’t do it. So I sent
her a couple of pictures with me and my girlfriend. And I’ve said that, ‘Anne and I, we’re
more than friends. In fact, we’ve been together for three years’… Then my mum says, ‘You
know, as long as you’re happy, I’m happy…but I still hope that you’ll come home and have
a proper family’. So it was very clear how she felt-lah: that she accepted me but her hopes
were like you know, I will still lead a normal life [and] get married to a man and all that…
She’s very homophobic I know [laughs]. But it’s just because I happen to be her daughter
[laughs], so no choice you know because she loves her children…And she will want to know
what we want to do with our lives because when we first moved back, of course we lived at
my mum’s house… She just knows she loves me. That’s good enough for me.

Where the family is a microcosm of the nation, it serves as the vanguard of sexual
differences that support a ‘heterosexual matrix’ (Butler 1990, p. 151) for its own
perpetuation and survival. This is evident from Adam’s mother’s ambivalent reaction:
as Adam says, ‘she accepted me but her hopes were like you know, I will still
lead a normal life [and] get married to a man’. De-centring heteronormativity—
the normalization and routinization of heterosexuality—account for the resistance
of families. The opening up of boundaries in the heterosexual/homosexual binary
is precipitated in the very configuration of same-sex partnerships that reimagines
diverse ways of being and doing family as opposed to “[having] a proper family”.
Adam and his then girlfriend ‘first moved back (from the States where she studied)
and lived at [his] mum’s house’. The resilience of the family is manifest through its
willingness to be transformed by the shifting of these boundaries, as Adam’s mother
is, albeit reluctantly: as Adam says, ‘just because I happen to be her daughter [laughs],
so no choice you know because she loves her children’. Queering the familial space
entails a sustained and imaginative resistance to familial pressure for queer subjects
not only to inhabit heteronormativity but also to reproduce it. As Ahmed (2006,
p. 555) says:
Considering the politics of the straight line helps us rethink the relationship between inheritance (the lines that are given as our point of arrival into familial and social space) and
reproduction (the demand that we return the gift of the line by extending that line).

Adam, ‘[reconsiders] the politics of the straight line’ in ‘[rethinking] the relationship
between inheritance and reproduction’ by ‘not [leading] a normal life [and getting]
married to a man’. He further extends the ‘relationship between inheritance and
4 See

Commissioner of Law Revision, Malaysia (2006, pp. 201–202) on Section 377, a British
colonial legacy, popularly known as the ‘sodomy law’ that criminalizes ‘carnal intercourse against
the order of nature’ and more ambiguously, ‘any act of gross indecency’.
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reproduction’ by desiring ‘to have a child’ with a woman he was in love with (but
has since reconsidered due to his age as it will, he adds, “not be very fair on the
kids-lah”). In doing so, he ‘returns the gift of the line’ not by ‘extending that line’,
i.e. heterosexual union with sex for procreative ends but by queering it through
‘life experiments’ (Weeks et al. 2001) of doing family differently through alternative
living arrangements and open relationships (as he shared elsewhere in the interview).
Queering feminist spaces of belonging is also noteworthy in Adam’s exploration
of bisexuality as one born male in a female’s body, gendered masculine and desirous
of men and women, as he states:
The more I accept my transsexual part, the more open I am to bisexuality that I know that I
am also attracted to men. So I felt like my world opened up, that the boundaries of um, being
a homosexual, transsexual has blurred a lot. And it didn’t quite matter actually… the gender
or the sexuality of the person – it is really the person. I think I was attracted to men from
very early on but I couldn’t handle so many things at once. It was just bad enough trying
to come out as someone who is attracted to your own gender… actually I’m also slightly
attracted to men… and just cannot [follow-through] because I’m also in the lesbian feminist
community who is in fact quite closed. It’s like if you’re bisexual, you can be considered a
traitor. So I think I suppressed that part of me-lah…
So in my experience with him (first sexual experience with a man), I felt like… I [reconciled]
my transsexual part… because I have a very bad view of men. That means I’ve a very bad
view of myself. Because I feel I’m partly man or I’m going towards there. So in opening up to
men also, it opens up to my transsexual self which I found very interesting. And when I talked
to other transsexuals about it, my ex… it’s true… in fact quite a number of transsexuals,
after transitioning from a woman to a man… they became bisexuals…It’s because they stop
seeing men as one-dimensional.

The de-regulation of bisexuality, where Adam had ‘suppressed that part of [him]’,
coheres with the liberation of spaces of belonging, where Adam ‘felt like [his] world
opened up’. In eschewing being traitorous to himself, he becomes ‘a traitor’ to the
‘lesbian feminist community’ in literally sleeping with the enemy. Through his first
sexual experience with a man, he ‘reconciled his transsexual part’ in accepting his
bisexuality: born male in a female body, he is gendered masculine and desirous of
both the opposite and same sex. Becoming bisexual ‘means not only that [he can]
turn toward the objects given to [him] by heterosexual culture’, to rephrase Ahmed,
‘but also that [he can] turn [toward] objects that take [him] off [the straight] line’
(2006, p. 554). Adam as such, manifests a ‘bisexual positionality’ or ‘bisexual subject
position’, which subverts the false dichotomy of straight/gay (James 1996, p. 219).
The adoption of this positionality predisposes Adam ‘to tend toward [any object
not only] some objects and not others’ (Ahmed 2006, p. 557). Adam overturns
‘compulsory monosexuality’ or ‘monosexism’ which is ‘the social ideology that
demands of individuals a singular sexual object choice’ (James 1996, p. 220), in
‘opening up to men, [he] opens up to [his] transsexual self’. His non-compliance
to a polarized heterosexual/homosexual positionality or ‘sexual dichotomization’
(James 1996, p. 221) is manifest, where ‘the gender or the sexuality of the person
[does not matter but] it is really the person [who does]’. His ‘bisexual positionality’
is made visible—he redefines what it means to be a ‘very radical lesbian-feminist’
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and bisexual. In doing so, he queers feminist spaces of belonging by liberating it
from biphobia, the stigmatization of bisexuals.5
Queering spiritual spaces of belonging significantly marks Adam’s coming to
terms with his sexuality as a Buddhist. As a six-year child, he ‘knew [that he] was
different’ and as an 11-year-old child, he ‘knew [that he] was gay’. Through his
aunt’s homophobia directed at lesbians who were depicted as a ‘monster’, Adam’s
growing up years was shrouded with secrecy and shame: his desire for the same sex
as well as the opposite sex, as he recounts, ‘made me a loner actually when I was
growing up because I had this big secret that I couldn’t tell anybody’. Yet he found
paradoxical breakthrough through a breakdown, in questioning his faith. Emerging
from the shrouds of secrecy and shame, in recalling his moment of epiphany, he says:
And of course, in my mind, I know that you know, I cannot tell anybody because this is
something really bad even though my religion doesn’t actually say it’s really bad. I don’t
know what my religion says. I go to Sunday school. I am a Buddhist. I think it’s more of a
cultural thing rather than my religion. Because ultimately, I took up the courage to actually
ask my Sunday school teacher in the temple and I think I was 15 or 16 at that time because we
were doing the five precepts in Buddhism… So the third one [precept] I was very curious…
I asked my teacher, ‘So does it include homosexuality?’ And he said, ‘No it doesn’t, as long
as there’s mutual consent… it could be any gender’. So at age 16… I just felt this burden
lifted, like ‘Oh’ [sigh dramatically], ‘It’s OK’ [both laughs]. So all these years I’ve been
suffering but it’s actually OK.

At age 15 or 16, he facilitated his turning point when he ‘took up the courage to
actually ask [his] Sunday school teacher in the temple’ about the ‘third precept
[which] is not to indulge in sexual misconduct’. The hope that ‘[his] religion doesn’t
actually say it’s really bad’ is now well founded as, according to his spiritual mentor,
‘sexual misconduct’ does not ‘nclude homosexuality… as long as there’s mutual
consent… it could be any gender’. The shift from ‘suffering’ for ‘all these years’
with his ontological ‘burden lifted’ accounts for Adam’s ‘epistemological jolt’ (Dyer
1997, p. 264): a paradigm shift that reframes right sexual conduct as ‘mutual consent’
regardless of the gender of one’s love object or partner. With that hope that is akin
to rebirth, ‘it’s actually OK’ to begin his journey of realizing his personhood with
Buddhism as a way of life reconciled with his trans-sexuality.
The queering of global spaces stems from Adam’s claim to ‘global citizenship’
(Albrow 1996, as cited in Plummer 2001, p. 250) where local visions impact global
practices and global visions impact local practices of realizing human rights in
general, and sexuality rights in particular. As Adam says; ‘My journalism is always an
activism. You just don’t carry bad news. You try and do something about it [laughs]. I
always say I’m not a journalist. I’m actually an activist using journalism as a tool but
I like the trade because it takes me to different places, to dangerous places, alone’.
As a photojournalist often on 24-hour standby, he documents humanitarian relief to
conflict-ridden and disaster-inflicted countries. This commitment to a global ethics
of care and compassion as one who is socially marginalized yet socially marginal
in proliferating gender scripts in local-global spaces, bestows on him; a ‘sexual and
5 See

Ault (2003) on lesbian stigmatization of bisexual women.
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gendered citizenship’ (as a “transsexual person who is bisexual”), ‘cultural citizenship’ (in realising the culture of rights and sexuality rights) and ‘political citizenship’
as a ‘very radical lesbian-feminist’ (Lister 2007).

Conclusion
Adam’s narrative of becoming that traverses time and space makes visible the double
narrative of becoming where the State’s rhetoric of inclusivity and discriminatory
practices of encountering differences that matter, remains. Adam lives out his hyphenated identities as everyday and embodied practices of ‘inclusive citizenship’ that
signifies a ‘multiplicity of new worlds… [and] a language of recognition, rights,
responsibilities and care’ (Plummer 2001, p. 251). In consideration of his narrative of becoming, one calls to question state-sponsored hegemony of power that
inadvertently closes off rather than opens up spaces of belonging and ‘transitioning
processes’, e.g. from stigmatization to acceptance of gender and sexual minorities
as full citizens.
Adam measures the sum of his journey thus far that has been a variation on the
embodied practice of ‘breaking down boundaries and borders’: ‘I know that I’ve
gone through quite a bit-lah, opening up and exploring my transsexual part, my
bisexual part and to be a full human being-lah. I think that’s a good journey to walk
to you know, to be a full human being and not to be closed up’. In transitioning
from woman to man, feminist female to masculine male, in transcending the heteroorthodoxy of sex/gender/desire by desiring both women and men as a woman and
a man and transforming familial, feminist, spiritual and global spaces of belonging,
Adam shows how GLBTIQ experience is ‘a resource for theology’ in rethinking sin
and grace for GLBTIQ persons created in the image of God (Cheng 2010, p. 107).
Adam’s ‘good journey’, abundant life, lies in inhabiting these trans-states rather than
being ‘closed up’—foreclosing and pre-empting revelations such as the epiphany of
being liberated from the burden of guilt and shame more than half his lifetime ago.
And as a FTM transgender person who has become a Universal Spiritualist in
the tradition of Eckhart Tolle (2006) who uses ‘the signposts of Christianity and
Buddhism’, Adam thus deliberates:
I feel I am also on a spiritual path which also tells me that my external appearance should
not matter, that I accept what I’m born with and just go on in search of that spirituality.
But on the other hand, I’m still concerned about my gender and about my appearance and
wanting to be my authentic self um, not really deeply understanding what this authentic self
is [laughs] and why it’s important you know, for me to reconcile whatever this authentic self
is. That I feel that I’m in a wrong body. That I feel I have to alter my body to fit into that.

It is fitting to conclude this paper on a non-conclusive note. Trans-boundaries abound
in Adam’s process of becoming: that both ‘external appearance’ and ‘spirituality’
matter, the need to ‘reconcile’ what ‘authenticity’ means for an FTM transgender
person yet ‘not really deeply understanding what this authentic self is’ and ‘[feeling]
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that [he is] in a wrong body’ and ‘[altering his] body to fit into that’. Adam’s processes
of becoming resonate with the late Marcella Althaus-Reid’s decolonising of theology
in The Queer God where she posits that; ‘If Queer holiness has a characteristic, it
may be its un-representability… Queer Theology acts as a mirror… which allows
us to search for the Queer who is embedded in us, pointing us to a different praxis
of the holy in our lives’ (2003, p. 154). The power to transform or ‘alter’ one’s
body to ‘fit into’ an ‘un-representable’ form, i.e. not recognizably and appropriately
masculine male nor feminine female, disrupts the hegemony of heteronormativity.
De-colonizing theology that feeds off such hegemonic discourses, endows us with
transformative power to liberate theology, recognize the other, our trans-selves and
reclaim that other as ‘holy’.
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Chapter 11

Indonesian Christian Young People
Resisting the Dominant Discourses
of Men as Desiring/Dangerous
and Women as Non-sexual/Vulnerable
Teguh Wijaya Mulya

Introduction
Contemporary feminist studies have identified the ways that gendered power relations
have been the primary condition for intimate partner sexual violence (IPSV) to exist,
be seen as normal, and therefore, sustained (Boonzaier 2008; Clarke 2012; DeShong
2015; Kitzinger 2003; Marcus 2002; Mehta and Bondi 1999; Robinson 2005). Significant early work in this area is Hollway’s (1989) conceptualisation of the male sexual
drive discourse and the have/held discourse. Through the male sexual drive discourse,
men are constituted as ‘naturally’ having a high need for sex, being aggressive, and
going to great lengths to have sex. In contrast, the have/held discourse positions
women as ‘naturally’ passive, non-sexual and vulnerable to violence. Studies have
revealed consequences of this dominant binary positioning, such as blaming the
victim for not taking up the passive and non-sexual subject position (Boonzaier and
de la Rey 2003, 2004; Hlavka 2014; Kiguwa et al. 2015; Mosha 2013; O’Neill 1998),
the use of sexual violence to build masculine status (Boonzaier 2008; Robinson
2005), and the positioning of women as gate-keepers in managing the risks of IPSV
(Carmody 2003; Marcus 2002).
While these previous studies have demonstrated how such binary positioning give
rise to intimate partner sexual violence, there are only a few studies providing examples of resistance towards these gendered power relations. For instance, at the end of
their articles, both DeShong (2015) and Boonzaier and de la Rey (2003, 2004) noted
that female survivors of (hetero)sexual violence participating in their study showed
a sense of strength and determination to challenge and overcome the violence they
had experienced, refusing to be positioned as passive and vulnerable. There are also
narratives from young men in Allen’s (2003) and Wijaya Mulya’s (2018) study who
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challenged the construction of boys as ‘naturally’ only wanting sex in their relationships, drawing instead on a discourse of love and romance. Robinson (2005) discusses
an alternative narrative from a male student who challenged traditional meanings of
masculinity and sexual violence by joining a ballet club and standing up against
heterosexist harassment considered trivial by most of his male friends. The purpose
of this chapter is to extend the knowledge in this area by presenting underrepresented
narratives of resistance which might rework this gendered positioning among young
Indonesian Christians, particularly various contextual conditions—some of which
have not been identified in previous studies—that have enabled them to resist those
gendered power relations in their becoming sexual subjects.
In Indonesia, studies on IPSV have also identified this binary of men as
desiring/dangerous and women as non-sexual/vulnerable as the discursive context
from which IPSV occurred, particularly in heterosexual and marital contexts (Aisyah
and Parker 2014; Bennett et al. 2011; Hakimi et al. 2001; Utomo et al. 2014). In
Indonesia, such gendered binary have been supported by various cultural and religious discourses. Culturally, breaking the silence around marital sexual violence
risks family honour by bringing shame to the whole family (Hayati et al. 2011;
Idrus and Bennett 2003; Wieringa 2015). Indonesian researchers have also identified
how certain interpretations of religious texts have supported gendered power relations, such as when a wife’s complete submission to her husband is understood as
a divine order (Munir 2005; Wijaya Mulya 2010). However, these previous studies
only considered sexual violence within the context of heterosexual marriage, so that
research on everyday sexual violence beyond this context is lacking. This chapter
also seeks to extend existing studies by presenting and analyzing narratives of sexual
violence from LGBT+ and heterosexual Indonesian young people, and examining
different discursive contexts where those IPSV occurred, such as sexual violence by
boyfriends and girlfriends.

Methodological Notes
The research adopts a feminist poststructuralist theoretical framework which
considers that power, through the circulation of discourse, governs which waysof-seeing are deemed intelligible and which ways of being (i.e., subjectivity) are
available in a society (Weedon 1987). It is predicated upon a premise that, since
discourse both enables and constrains one’s possibility to think, say, and do things,
the cultivation of alternative subjectivity is a form of political resistance (Foucault
1978, 1985). Such alternative subjectivity becomes possible because of the performative (Butler 1990) character of the subjectification process (Davies 2006), where one
continuously draws on the available (multiple, shifting) discourses to give meaning
to their experience. One’s agency within this resistance is not understood as coming
from one’s own autonomous self, rather, one’s agency lies in the ability to draw on
alternative discourses to cultivate new ways of being (Davies 1991). Taking these
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poststructuralist theorisations of power, subjectivity and resistence into gender analysis, the purpose of a feminist poststructuralist research is, therefore, to identify,
analyze and circulate alternative subjectivities and alternative discourses given rise
to them (Willig 2013), in order to disrupt the dominant hetero-patriarchal discourses;
which in this chapter, are alternative subjectivities that do not position men as sexually
desiring/dangerous and women as non-sexual/vulnerable.
The study is a part of my doctoral research on contemporary Indonesian Christian
young people’s sexual subjectivity (Wijaya Mulya 2017), in which I interviewed
22 participants using computer-mediated research methods (i.e., email interview,
instant messaging, and autobiographical writing). The interviews were conducted
in Bahasa Indonesia and translated into English for this article. Twelve participants
identified as male, nine as female and one as neither gender. Fourteen identified
as heterosexual, 4 gay, 2 lesbian, 1 bisexual and 1 non-sexual. At the time of the
interview, participants were college students (8 participants), high school students
(6 participants), employees (5 participants), a freelance journalist (1 participant), a
postgraduate student (1 participant) and an NGO activist (1 participant). All names
used in this article are pseudonyms. Thematic data analysis technique (Braun and
Clarke 2006) was applied to inductively analyse the data.

Findings: Four Vignettes of Resistance Towards the Binary
of Desiring/Dangerous Men and Non-sexual/Vulnerable
Women
Participants’ narratives in this study display various examples of resistance
towards the binary of men as sexually desiring/dangerous and women as nonsexual/vulnerable. Each of them have their own ways of opening up possibilities
of alternative sexual subjectivity and also their own limitations. This section divides
these resistances into four themes and discussed each or them in relation to discourses
on IPSV. The analyses presented here are not intended to be representative nor exhaustive, but rather, to be disruptive towards the dominant discourses given rise to IPSV
and encourage further exploration of alternative subjectivities.

‘Don’t Push Me!’: Women Standing Up Against
the Desiring/Dangerous Men
One participant who demonstrates a kind of resistance is Anggi (22, office worker,
female, heterosexual), who has shared her story about how she successfully refused
her ex-boyfriend’ attempts to make her have sex with him. Anggi’s narrative
represents an image of woman that is courageous and unyielding—as opposed to
vulnerable—in responding to a sexually coercive situation.
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It was not easy to refuse him [boyfriend] at that time. I was alone, this is unsafe actually,
in my flat in another town. I was on a management trainee program there for a few months.
That night we hung out, had dinner, then he drove me home to my flat. Yeah, a little cuddling,
smooching, then it’s going a bit further. But I stopped it when it started to move to the bed.
We’re still in our clothes. I said I’m not ready. He asked why. I repeated that I’m not ready.
It was not easy to convince him. He kept asking why I’m not ready. He said, “Come on, I
promise I’ll be gentle.” I replied, “I’m just not ready. Don’t push me!” Then, because my
voice was raised, he stopped. Well, I understand why he was like that. It’s because he was
sexually active with his ex. Then he met me, who made it clear that if I say no it means no,
and don’t even try to push me. (Email interview)

Reading Anggi’s narrative through the binary of men as sexually desiring and
women as vulnerable, it can be considered ‘normal’ for her boyfriend to ask for sex
in this situation. Her decision to take her boyfriend to her flat alone after dinner
and then have ‘a little cuddling and smooching’ might be interpreted as ‘asking for
it’, so that it was not her boyfriend’s fault if she was forced into sex. However,
Anggi does not subscribe to this way of understanding sexual violence. Rather, she
believes no one should engage in sexual activity unless it is completely consensual.
She made it clear to him that keep asking her to have sex is offensive. Anggi does not
consider a boyfriend pressuring his girlfriend as a ‘normal’ or ‘everyday’ matter, but
as something to be taken seriously. Although she is considerate of his sexual history,
it does not justify his attempt to make Anggi engage in sex without her full consent.
Drawing on the notion of ‘sex must be consensual’ has enabled Anggi to resist
the positioning of women as vulnerable. Her narrative presents an example of how
women need not be passive and weak, but able to speak up and stand up for what
they believe. In her situation, the strategy of ‘just say no’ seemed to work, in that, it
stopped her boyfriend. However, there are also limitations to this act of resistance. As
feminist scholars have noted, the strategy of ‘just say no’ is problematic on several
grounds (Gavey 2005; Holland et al. 1998). Firstly, it still locates the responsibility of
preventing sexual violence to women. It reinforces the idea that men are ‘naturally’
desiring, so that women need to manage the risks of sexual violence by refusing or
stopping them. In other words, women are still the ‘gate-keepers’ of sexual violence.
This positioning of women leads to the next limitation of this strategy, that is, it still
reproduces victim-blaming logic. Since women are the gate-keepers, they can be
blamed if violence eventually occurs. It is still her fault for not stopping the violence
from happening. Another limitation is that it still denies women as legitimate sexual
subjects (Allen 2005). The strategy of ‘just say no’ implies that women do not have
sexual desires, so that they can easily say ‘no’ because they have no desire to engage
in sexual activity. This relocates women to the non-sexual subject position.The next
subsection will discuss another vignette of resistance, which specifically challenges
this presumed non-sexuality of women.
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‘It’s Me Who Is Aggressive in This Relationship’: Women
Initiating and Taking Control of Sex
Lusi (22, female, heterosexual) was a medical student when I interviewed her. She
was in a relationship and has engaged in sex with her boyfriend. One of the main
themes in her narrative is her identification of herself as sexually ‘aggresive’—a
word often used by Indonesia youth to refer to the more active and desiring partner
in an intimate relationship. Below is her story around her sexual experience with
her boyfriend which might pose a form of resistance towards the dominant binary of
men as desiring and women as non-sexual:
Coming from a not-so-good family relationship, I want more love and intimacy. So I have
sex with my boyfriend. I think nowadays such a thing is quite common, depending in which
community you are. My boyfriend tends to be passive in our dating relationship. We’ve been
together for one year and he never took initiatives, even like holding my hand. Quite the
opposite, it is me who is aggressive in this relationship. The first time we did it was when
we went for a vacation. To save money we only booked one hotel room. A twin-bed. But
because of the hotel’s mistake we ended up in a double-bed room. That was the first time we
slept together in a bed. At first nothing happened. We just slept at the opposite ends of the
bed because we were still shy. But because basically I’m an aggressive person, I started to
hug him and kiss his lips when we were on the bed. After a couple of vacations like that, our
relationship has developed into what we do now (i.e., sex). Usually when we want to do it,
we just book a hotel room. But most of the time, we did it when we were on vacation. I have
to hold myself back a little bit, because I know my boyfriend is a passive person. (Email
interview)

In a way Lusi’s story is a reversal of Anggi’s narrative, in that she—instead of
being pressured to have sex—is the one who wanted, initiated, and took control of
the sex. She even had to ‘hold herself back a little bit’ to balance the relationship
with her boyfriend. Lusi also does not hesitate to label herself as ‘aggressive’ in her
relationship, as compared to her boyfriend who is described as sexually ‘passive’
because he ‘never took initiatives’. Lusi views her sexual engagement and initiative
as ‘normal’ and common among her peers (“such a thing is quite common, depending
in which community you are”). She expresses a sense of entitlement to her sexual
desire (Fine 1988), in which she believes she deserved to experience love and intimacy
through sex with her boyfriend because her family upbringing did not really satisfy
her need for love and intimacy. The way Lusi understands herself as a sexual subject
reversed the binary of men as sexually desiring and women as non-sexual. Her
narrative demonstrates a reversal of this binary, in which she as a woman is positioned
as desiring and her boyfriend as lacking in sexual desire.
This kind of reversal narrative is very rare in my research and previous research
among Indonesian young people, and possibly rare more generally as well given the
sexual mores of Indonesian society. In order to explore (discursive) conditions that
might have given rise to her alternative subjectivity, here I will investigate Lusi’s
narrative closely particularly her family, religion and education backgrounds. Lusi
describes herself as coming from a family that ‘struggles financially’ and her parents
wanted their children to ‘understand the condition’. Her parents demanded ‘academic
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achievement’ of their children so that they can have a better future. Her mother left
for work in another town when she was 10 years old, and her father passed away when
she was in high school. She describes her studying in medical school as the result
of her hard academic work. She used to take care of herself and makes decisions
independently quite early, such as when she decided to go to church alone riding her
bicycle when her mother left for work in another town. She also decided to leave the
church after she was disappointed with the lack of support from the church when
her father passed away. Throughout the interviews, Lusi expressed herself as an
independent, hard-working and courageous person. In terms of sexual experiences,
Lusi explored and engaged in sex chats with foreigners when she was in intermediate
school (Wijaya Mulya 2019). She started to think about having sexual intercourse
when she studied at the university.
There was a subject on the biology of human development which taught me that desire for
sex is basically normal. It is a normal human need. It’s only the moral and religious values
that repress this need. Some of my friends at uni often talked about their sexual experiences.
What they think is quite the same with me: as long as you maximize the protection, sex is
all right. (email interview)

By drawing on the biological discourse that sexual desire is ‘normal’ for a human
being (not just for men), Lusi has been enabled to understand herself as a legitimate
sexual subject who is entitled to engage in sex. This discourse is predominant among
her friends at the university too, so that Lusi was able to see this understanding of
sex as ‘common’ or ‘normal’. Additionally, her disappointment with, and distancing
from, the church has enabled her to doubt the authority of religious moral discourses
that repress this ‘human need’ (“it’s only the moral and religious values that repress
this need”). Her family upbringing, religious experiences, university education and
circle of friends in some ways have also contributed to her sense of independence
and confidence in making decision, including her decision to engage in sex with her
boyfriend.
However, Lusi’s alternative sexual subjectivity that resists the binary of desiring
men and non-sexual women also entails some limitations. One limitation is that it still
operates within a heteronormative model of a sexual relationship, in which sexual
relationship (including the possibility of sexual violence within it) occur among
opposite sexes. The next subsection discusses another vignette of resistance towards
this binary through a narrative of same-sex sexual violence.

‘Why It Has to Be Her Who Forced Me?:’ Women
and Same-Sex Sexual Violence
Another participant in this study, Bianda (24, office worker, female, bisexual), demonstrated how disruption towards the binary of men as desiring/dangerous and women
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as non-sexual/vulnerable might be found in her difficulties to give meaning to samesex sexual violence. Below is her narrative about her experience of sexual coercion by
her girlfriend, which might challenge the heteronormative foundation of this binary.
Bianda: My first time was when my ex [-girlfriend] forced me. She threatened to
leave me if I refused. So I reluctantly did it.
Teguh: How do you feel about it?
Bianda: That first experience made me hate her, [I was] emotional, and regretful.
I regretted why it has to be her, my ex, who forced me and not somebody
else. But it is a lie if I say I didn’t enjoy it. But still, in doing it I felt so
unwilling. After that incident, I started to get used to doing it [sex]. I feel
like I have broken my promise to myself [about not having sex], so what’s
the point, let’s go all the way. But I make a new commitment: I will only
have sex with women, not with men. (Instant messenger interview)
As previous studies have noted (Kramer 2015; Malinen 2013), same-sex sexual
violence has disrupted the heteronormative assumptions behind the binary of men as
desiring and women as non-sexual. Same-sex sexual violence is difficult to comprehend through this binary (Braun et al. 2009; Gilroy and Carroll 2009), such as the
confusion among police officers regarding whom to arrest when they arrived at a scene
after receiving a report of same-sex domestic violence (Knauer 1999). Similarly, this
heteronormative binary cannot be drawn on to understand Bianda’s experience of
sexual violence on the part of her girlfriend: if women are passive and non-sexual,
why did her girlfriend do it? Bianda’s experience does not just position women as
desiring, but also able to perform sexual violence—a situation which goes entirely
against the positioning of women as non-sexual and vulnerable.
This situation might be heteronormalized again by designating the female perpetrator as taking up the ‘male’ role in the relationship. However, Bianda did not give
meaning to her experience through such a way. Instead, Bianda finds her experience
of sexual violence difficult to comprehend. She is confused as to why her intimate
partner did it to her (“Why it has to be her, my ex, who forced me?”). In a way, being
forced into sex by her girlfriend was unthinkable for her. Her girlfriend is a woman,
not a man who is ‘naturally’ desiring and sexually aggressive. She was also unprepared to experience a mixture of feelings during the incident, such as how she used
the phrase ‘it is a lie if I say I didn’t enjoy it’—as if she should not say it is enjoyable
but because she wanted to be honest, she said it. Previous studies have documented
that some survivors of sexual violence experienced a sensation of pleasure during
the incident (Allen 2012; Angelides 2004; Ford 2009). Some of these survivors felt
guilty about it, because such pleasure incited a degree of self-blame. To some extent
Bianda also took the blame as seen in how she said she had broken her ‘promise to
not having sex’, instead of her girlfriend forcing her. After the incident Bianda stayed
in the relationship, and she consented to the subsequent sexual activities (“I started
to get used to doing it.”). As Elizabeth (2003) has noted, lacking discursive resources
to understand sexual violence has made survivors unable to make decisions to leave
or confront an abusive partner. Bianda’s narratives show her experience of same-sex
sexual violence has disrupted the heteronormative binary of men as desiring and
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women as non-sexual. However, the dominance of this binary has also resulted in
a lack of other discourses for her to draw on in giving meaning to same-sex sexual
violence.

‘From Tricking Girls to Pursuing Sexual Purity:’
Evangelical Christian Men Disrupting IPSV
but Reproducing Traditional Gender Roles
So far, examples of contestation of the binary of desiring men and non-sexual women
discussed here are from female participants. The final vignette presented will be a
narrative from a male participant, Daniel (17, high school student, male, heterosexual). Daniel has engaged in sexual activities with his girlfriends in the past. Since
he became a born-again Christian, his intense involvement in church activities has
changed his way of seeing life, including sexuality. His narrative below demonstrates how the dominant meanings around men, women and sexual violence can be
reworked, but at the same time also still reproduce this binary.
I have decided to repent and leave all my past sins. Through all the teaching, mentoring, and
especially three Promise Keepers camps I have gone through, I have made a commitment to
not tricking girls anymore. Now I believe that sex is created by God to be enjoyed in a true
relationship (i.e., marriage). I know I am still weak and often fall in this sin, but I try as best
I can to pursue purity. My heart becomes restless when I’m living in sin. Now I am always
honest, no more lies in any relationships. I don’t want to date girls anymore. Dating is only
for fun, seeking reputation as a boy who can get many girls. Now I will only engage in a
committed and respectful relationship. (Autobiographical writing)

Daniel has made a commitment to refrain from any sexual practices (“to pursue
purity”), such as sexual intercourse, masturbation and pornography. One important
milestone in this process is the Promise Keepers camp which he had attended three
times. It is a worldwide evangelical Christian men’s movement which promotes
moral, spiritual and sexual purity (Claussen 2000; Donovan 1998; Williams 2001).
In Indonesia, their camps and rallies were often conducted on a massive scale, and
filled with strong messages, testimonies and challenges for men and boys to radically
change their lives. Some of these challenges include a return to the functional role
of father as the leader in the family, a promise to be faithful to their wives (or to be
sexually abstinent before marriage), and most importantly, a commitment to pray,
go to church and follow Jesus’ example (Claussen 2000; Donovan 1998).
While the Promise Keepers movement and Daniel’s narrative do not challenge
traditional gendered power relations, they at least have opened up a possibility to
rework the positioning of men as sexually desiring and dangerous in relation to
sexual violence. Being a man is no longer associated with a ‘Rambo-like figure who
make sense [of] his world only through violence’ (Deardorff 2000, p. 85). Instead, it
is about love, integrity, faithfulness and ‘leadership [over women] through humble
servitude’ (Deardorff 2000, p. 85). Here, violence becomes unacceptable for gaining
masculine status (Flood 2015; Robinson 2005). As Hartley (1994, p. 99) puts it:
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‘Our masculinity is not determined according to the size of our biceps. Instead, our
masculinity is determined in part by how effectively we can embrace our wife and
draw her close to our side’. Daniel articulates his redefinition of sex and masculinity
by highlighting his commitment to ‘not tricking girls anymore’ and to engage with
them in a ‘committed and respectful relationship’. Drawing on this understanding of
men, women and violence, the blame in an incident of sexual violence is now removed
from the women survivors to men’s failure to live in God’s truth. While men’s sexual
desire is still understood as ‘normal’, the violent and unethical expressions of it are
not. In this way, men and boys are acknowledged as sexual subjects, but these subjects
also have to control their desires and pursue an abstinent lifestyle.
Daniel’s narrative presents an alternative way to resist the normalization of
sexual violence through the binary of men as desiring/dangerous and women as
asexual/vulnerable. While his narrative in a way still reproduces this binary positioning of men and women, it rejects the normalization of sexual violence traditionally associated with it. By drawing on this redefinition of masculinity from a
Christian evangelical movement, Daniel has been enabled to de-naturalize violence
in young people’s sexual relationships and focus on building respectful relationships.

Conclusion
To conclude, in this chapter I have discussed possibilities to contest the binary of
desiring men and non-sexual women in the constitution of Indonesian Christian
young people’s sexual subjectivities. By illuminating how resistance might unfold in
their becoming of sexual subjects empirically and contextually, this chapter seeks to
provide everyday examples—not as a template to follow, but—as a means of enacting
alternative possibilities of destabilizing dominant discourses underpinning intimate
partner sexual violence.
It is important to note that each vignette of resistance discussed in this chapter
always entails its own discursive limitations. For instance, Anggi’s act of rebuking
her boyfriend may reproduce the notion of women as gate-keepers, and Daniel’s
pursuit of sexual purity is based on and may perpetuate traditional gender roles. As
in any other act of resistance, each practice that reworked the dominant discourses is
always both enabling and limiting the subject in different ways. Readers are advised
to be cautious in interpreting and applying the findings of this study.
The implication of this analysis is twofold. Firstly, parental and educational initiatives around IPSV prevention might find benefit in acknowledging non-traditional
ways Indonesian young people understand themselves as sexual subjects. The image
of desiring young woman like Lusi, for example, might be circulated and normalized
with the purpose of relinquishing women from their gate-keeping role. Secondly, a
recognition of the possibility of IPSV in various contexts other than marital and
heterosexual ones—which future studies in Indonesia may also explore further—
might provide alternative discourses for young people to give meaning to their experience and, in turn, enable various preventive actions. Recognizing the possibility
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of IPSV in a lesbian relationship like Bianda’s experience, for example, may enable
young people to better prepare themselves against IPSV; but cautionary measures
need to be considered so that it is not further demonizing LGBT+ sexualities in
Indonesia.
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Part III

Finding Resolutions Through Conflict

Chapter 12

Fractured Social, Multiple Subjects:
Reconceiving a Gender/Sexual Agent
of Change
Wai Ching Angela Wong

Introduction
Just in November 2018 alone, one incident followed another. There was, first, a farright leader elected to the used-to-be leftist government of Brazil. Then, an abrupt
replacement of an incumbent prime minister by a former president took place in
Sri Lanka, adding onto the standing chaotic political dramas of the United States,
the recent transition of national leaders all seem to be pointing to a more conservative direction of political development around the world. Among the others, there
were two most distressful gender-related incidents recently. First, there was the
public hearing at the American Senate Judiciary Committee in October 2018, where
Professor Christine Blasey Ford was asked to testify for a severe case of sexual
harassment against the then Supreme Court Judge nominee, Brett Kavanaugh. Second
came the decision of the Brunei Sultanate to implement the Sharia laws from April
2019, punishing sodomy, adultery and rape with the death penalty including stoning.
Trapped entirely in party politics, Ford’s testimony, despite generally believed to
be more trustworthy, had ended up nowhere even at a time when the effect D.of the
#Me-Too movement is still going strong in many parts of the world. The high-profile
announcement of the return to Sharia laws in the case of Brunei is threatening to fuel
conservative politics of anti-homosexuality two large Muslim neighbouring countries in Southeast Asia. These are only cases demonstrating an ever-widening rift
between the so-called right and left, conservatives and liberals, the opposite sides
of the colour politics of blue and red, and yellow and green. Instigated by politics
in the countries concerned, these rifts loom larger and larger, resulted in communities being torn apart, families divided and friends ‘unfriended’. Political cleavage,
bigotry, the polarization of people’s identities and stances prevail everywhere. Most
disappointingly, there is widespread disillusion in representational politics and grave
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distrust in institutional structures and mechanisms, accompanied by a general sense
of helplessness.
Unfortunately, this escalating sense of disgust for representative politics has given
way to a huge backlash against social activism and, in particular, gender and sexuality
movements. Conflicts among people of different positions did not turn into any
productive debate but abusing attacks without grounded reasoning. During the era of
the Cold War, there was also a sharp ideological division between the advancement
of a ‘capitalist free world’ and the construction of a ‘radical socialist egalitarian
society’—represented by the United States, Western Europe and their allies on the
one side, and the Soviet Union and its socialist allies including China on the other.
At the time, two sides of the division stood for, at least in the theoretical level,
two competing visions of economic and political transformation for a better society,
whether or not they had carried the ideals through in practice. Interestingly enough,
the current divisions among people are different. Today divisions are not drawn
along clear ideological lines; they are not about a philosophical or even pragmatic
position on where the society should be or how society should go from here. There
is of course a general mobilization for the demands of democracy, freedom and
equality in each case; however, there has not been any proposal or framework for a
better society ahead. Having been disillusioned by the representative governments
around the world, deconstruction of existing structures reigns over any constructive
model for government reform. Rather than a democratic movement aiming to rebuild
any structure of representation, what prevails is like an atomistic split in which
‘the whole’ is rejected as a source of domination and each holds onto a view as
distinctive, independent and uncompromising. The fact that no one view could be
integrated with another is typically captured by the phrase of ‘you don’t represent
me, a chant popularized in many recent rallies across the world’.1 This phenomenon
explains well why the enthusiasm in the late discussion and debate on the implications
of ‘multitude’, a term designated for the assemblage of massive demonstrators by
Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt.2 ‘Multitude’ is first used by the two to refer the
mass constituted by people of greatly diverse background, who assemble voluntarily
and autonomously for specific events, displacing political mobilization by traditional
political parties or leaders. Gather and disperse as individuals who are connected
mostly through the social media, the ‘multitude’ are masters of their own action, who
alone may mobilize themselves for a cause of specific nature at a specific moment
in time.
Joining the social movements and the liberal Christian movement in the eighties,
I witnessed the building of a global movement around solidarity for social reforms.
There were always some groups more radical than the others but most basically
working towards a common goal of justice and equality for all, despite the gross
understanding of what constitutes ‘all’. Amidst different strands of socialist, liberal or
radical feminism, members of different women’s organizations tended to respect one
1A

phrase adopted by the people gathered in the ‘Umbrella movement’ in Hong Kong in 2014.
term was first utilized by Negri and Hardt in their successful launch of the discussion on
Empire. Cf. Hardt and Negri (2000), p. 61.

2 The
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another and were willing to risk full autonomy to engage in some forms of alliance,
pooling resources and support together for concerted actions. Despite controversies
and criticisms, the World Conference for Women in Beijing in 1995 has been an
exemplar of such a global platform drawing people of different genders from all
different backgrounds to issue the strongest call for equality and justice. Inspired by
this world platform, the women’s movement of Hong Kong formed a local women’s
coalition and has successfully pushed through several social agenda in the nineties.
One of its main achievements included the broadening of the local women’s movement to incorporate the struggles of sexual minorities into its overall programming
and planning. Towards the millennium, however, tensions grew between women’s
organizations and LGBTIQ organizations as well as from within each side. Over the
last two decades, many more organizations for gender justice and sexual rights sprang
up in Hong Kong which are generally a lot smaller and each working largely independent from one another. Distrust, suspicion and intended or unintended competition
perpetuate many of these old and new found groups. Emphasis on differences takes
priority over efforts towards common goals.3
It is this fractured social body the context against which I would like to draw
my reflection. Given this context, a question in place is what ‘revolutionary’ subject
means or could be expected, who may bring about change and progress towards
gender justice? The primary conceptual question here is whether the modern notion
of a subject is still tenable, or whether the social agency of any kind can effect changes
in a mostly fragmented world? For more than four decades now, postmodernism has
questioned the fundamental conception of a self-autonomous subject and has shaken
its confidence as an agent of change. While the postmodern deconstruction of the
subject has successfully freed us from the illusion of a heroic revolutionary, it has
left us with a decentered subject that is unstable, fluid and incapable of carrying
through any concerted actions. The latter has especially been the notion called for
by feminists of the psychoanalytic schools such as Julia Kristeva, Luce Irigaray
and more recently Rosi Braidotti.4 More so, when Hardt and Negri expound their
hope for a global democracy in the emergence of the multitude, how would they
expect a congregation of solitary, freely congregated and dispersed individuals to
replace the individual heroic revolutionary as an alternative effective agency? In this
chapter, I shall work through the three foundational questions for consideration of
advancing a social movement for different genders: first, the question of the woman’s
subject; second, whether the subject is dissolved or, instead, multiplied; and third,
the prospect of locating a ‘subject’ in the multitude. I shall start in the following
with a reconfiguration of the woman’s subject through a deliberation of a different
3 The title of a Chinese volume: Difference and Equality: New Challenges of the Women’s Movement

in Hong Kong, edited by Chan Kam Wah et al. (Hong Kong: The Association for the Advancement
of Feminism and the Centre for Social Policy Studies, Department of Applied Social Sciences of
The Hong Kong Polytechnic University, 2001), reflects precisely the dilemma between the feminist
and sexuality movement since the 1990s.
4 Rosi Braidotti refers the “universal human” to be a “particular male…white, European, head of a
heterosexual family and its children, and able-bodied.” Cf. Braidotti (2017), p. 23.
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understanding of human agency, one that locates in a fractured world with all of its
multiplicities and its implication.

The Question of the Woman’s Subject
My question of why a revolutionary subject began with my research on women’s
experience. The consciousness of women’s victimization was the starting point of
feminist theorization, and the search for the independent woman agent of change is
central to the modern women’s movement. This is the basis for John Stuart Mill’s
contention for women’s equal rights to men’s,5 also on which basis Simone de Beauvoir protested against the reduction of women to the ‘second sex’.6 However, despite
years of championing women’s subjectivity and theorization of women’s agency, the
goal of transforming women to be masters of their destiny is still far from accomplished, and in many places, remains contentious, stagnant or even retreating. Except
for a variant degree of women’s presence in government or corporate leadership and a
surge of educated women with basic and advanced degrees,7 there has been a general
admission of declining effectiveness in mobilizing women for institutional or structural change, and of apparent failure in grooming the woman’s subject to speak her
voice.8
Two examples would illustrate my point. The first one is a woman from the
grassroots. It is about an interview I conducted for a senior woman in her late seventies
a few years ago. When Elderly Ping, as we called her, broke her silence of fifty years
about her history as a survivor of domestic violence, she cried desperately. I still
remember how her body shook all over when she recounted the way she was beaten
to near death by her father and her uncle when she was a child. And yet, being
a forgiving Christian, she had never told her husband and children her miserable
past and instead, asked everyone to love her former abusers as family. Since both
her father and her uncle were eventually baptized, Ping regarded her strategy of
‘submissive endurance’ in the face of violence something to be acquired by women
of the younger generation. Such a conclusion is hard to understand considering the
pain and misery she has gone through and that she has raised the family practically on
her own without family support.9 It is therefore not easy to comprehend the complex
psychological state of Elderly Ping, and it would take another essay to unpack the
influence of her Christian faith on her persistent belief in women’s submission. The
5 Cf.

Mill (1869).
de Beauvoir (1989).
7 A recent research shows the persistence of a glass ceiling for women despite a much higher
percentage for highly educated women. See McKinsey & Company, Women in the Workplace 2018
at https://womenintheworkplace.com/, access date: 10 April 2019.
8 Aiston (2014).
9 For detail of Ping’s story, see the Chinese volume on Chinese Women and Hong Kong Christianity:
An Oral History, ed. Wong Wai Ching and Choi Poking (Hong Kong: Hong Kong Oxford University
Press, 2010), 1–18.
6 Cf.
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question for us is where does one find the woman’s subject if a woman turns her
survival from suffering into a justification for submission to pain?
The second example is about another woman I interviewed who came from the
elitist class of Hong Kong. Esther had the best education in Hong Kong before
she was sent to the top universities in New York, Boston and London for graduate
studies. Remember that her education took place in the sixties and seventies when
there were very few people afforded them in the colony. During her overseas studies,
she was exposed to the early women’s movement and had some acquaintance with
feminist thoughts. She then returned to teach consecutively in two universities of
Hong Kong each for a short while and decided to retreat from her career entirely
after her second daughter was born. Although there were some health issues involved,
she stood by her decision with a conviction that home was the divine destination of
women. Most dramatically, Esther made it her mission to persuade every woman to
take family as her priority, including successfully converted her three outstanding
daughters to giving up their respective academic and professional achievements to
become full-time homemakers.10
Alexandre Kojeve, Hegel’s most famous interpreter, places the hope of freedom
in the resistance of the ‘slave’ and proclaims that the ‘slave’, not the master, is
the subject of history who only would bring about change.11 Such an argument
has instituted firmly the notion of an autonomous subject in a struggle for liberation, which leads subsequent social movements to invest intensively in conscientizing the socially marginalized, the economically underprivileged and the politically oppressed. Despite over a century of conscientizing programmes, the failure of
women and many other subordinated persons to rise to the position of a historical
subject cannot be easily denied. It renders Hegel’s attribution of its cause to ‘bad
faith’ or ‘false consciousness’ ontological rather than sociological. That one in a
slavery condition might not rise to become a historical subject autonomously; there
is something in the formation of a subject that has not been fully explained. The
question of de Beauvoir for ‘what is a woman?’ has still not been answered.12
Like Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe’s search for the new understanding of
the agent of change in the postindustrial society where proletariats have become
pluralistic and diverse,13 similarly, the feminist movement needs to deal with why
women could not rise as a collective to ‘overthrow’ the apparatus of patriarchal
oppression.14 A more recent reply has been the postmodern deconstruction of the
subject, that the understanding of a free, autonomous self, in control of her own
will and her action as an agent of change has all along an optimistic production of
modernity at best, or an illusion at worst. Indeed, poststructuralists such as Julia
Kristeva proposes the notion of a subject that is in process but never complete. The
10 For

detail of Esther’s story, see Wong and Choi, Chinese Women and Hong Kong Christianity,
214–231.
11 Kojeve (1969), pp. 19–20.
12 de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, xxv.
13 The idea of a non-antagonistic and non-class subject was first raised Laclau and Mouffe (1985).
14 de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, 2.
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‘feminine subject’, as she projects, is always scattered, fragmented and inscribed with
contradictions and conflicts. She resides only in, beneath and between our languages
and would only ‘burst out’ subverting the law of the Father momentarily.15 This
postmodern notion of an ever ‘present’ but never complete subject seems to allow
for a better appreciation of the case of Elderly Ping or Esther who does not rise from
a suffering ‘slave’ or new consciousness to become a combatant of women’s right,
yet who still found ‘fulfillment’ in exercising subtle changes to herself and the life of
her family. It is a much more complex formation of a subject than that of a powerful
agent.

A Subject Dissolved or Multiplied?
Like many social theories, feminist theorizing starts with a basic premise that we can
change the world by projecting a different order to its existing patriarchal constitution and setting free all who have been trapped. In her recent volume on Power and
Feminist Agency in Capitalism (2017), Claudia Leeb looks at the fundamental question around the subject’s relation to power, whether it is possible for the subject to
change the world despite its being subjected to power. In order to reconceive a political subject who would not only be able to contest but also transform power, one must
take the dual constitution of the subject seriously. That is, one must accept the modern
subject of being an autonomous, free subject on the one hand, and the postmodern
decentered, fragmented and self-contradictory subject resulted from discourses and
structures of power on the other.16
There has been serious doubt about the deconstructionist theorists if they have
done anything more than a heuristic exposure of the power relations at play. While
the modern subject is placed in the most severe scrutiny by theorists such as Judith
Butler’s performatives17 and Rosi Briadotti’s nomads,18 the postmodern subject has
generated much suspicion on how well it could continue, if not replace, the values
and improved quality of life brought about by resurrecting the victims to be subject
of history. Some argue that the postmodern destabilization of the subject has only
provided a very limited political effect in dissecting the modes of operation in the
knowing process. Thierry Lapointe argues that the postmodern kind of resistance
takes only a reactive character. The admission of fractured visions for the human
agency has at best produced an impasse for a political movement. However, postmodernist theorists argue that besides being fractured, the subject is mobile and nomadic,
15 Kristeva

(1986), pp. 27–30.
(2017), p. 1.
17 The concept is first explicated in Butler’s (1990, pp. 128–141) referring to the gender and sexual
subject. The constraints of the discursive and material formation of the subject and agency are
further elaborated in her more recent monograph on Senses of the Subject (New York: Fordham
University Press, 2015), 6–7.
18 Cf. Braidotti (1994).
16 Leeb
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opening up immense possibilities of traversing back and forth among various identities and inspiring multiple visions. For them, the subject cannot have anything
other than ‘destabilized, fluid, ever-shifting’ identities because of the increasingly
‘unwieldy and shifting pluralities’.19 The question is whether a postmodern positioning of the subject can be embraced without falling into the trap of nihilism and
inactivity?
Let me introduce three other cases for illustration of Leeb’s very important challenge to holding the seemingly irreconcilable conceptions of the subject together.
Just recently, I received a WhatsApp message from Lucy, a young lesbian activist
who shared with friends including me her latest medical report confirming her bipolar
condition. She is a creative young person who has immersed deeply in many heated
political debates including how to best preserve land for balanced urban–rural development in Hong Kong. Another case is John, an intersex person and a professional
accountant who has been quietly reaching out to his fellow intersex brothers and
sisters and organizing for them community support. He is an advocate for a reform
of medical policy to respect the right of intersex children regarding the decision for
any irreversible medical treatment. The third case is about Francis, a transgender
who has been persistently organizing activities and public education to advocate for
the rights of transgender people despite minimal resources available. Individually,
each of them is extremely smart, passionate, and is willing to go all out to do what is
needed for others. At the same time, because of their sexual orientation and gender
identity, each of them has lived a tough and complicated life, and each is deeply
hurt and wounded by their experience in the past. Socially, they are solitary, isolated,
often referred to as emotionally unstable and easily distressed, and Lucy and Francis,
in particular, have not related well to the gender and sexuality movement at large and
only marginally relating to one another.
Lucy, John and Francis necessarily have multiple identities. They are daughters
and sons, sisters and brothers, colleagues and friends, and members of an endless
web of love-and-hate relations at the same time as they are activists. Not all of their
identities sit peacefully and harmoniously with one another. There is no doubt that
they have all taken a significant role as a political subject, bringing about change to
their respective communities for a significant cause at the best they could. Despite
the hostile environment for sexual minorities, all have exercised effective agency to
confront the hegemonic systems of heteronormativity that has often suffocated them.
Although they have all arisen from their ‘victimhood’ and became quite heroic in
many people’s eyes for their deeds and public actions, they would probably not square
themselves with the description of a modern, transcendental subject, exercising the
power of change. Instead, they would find the notion of a destabilized, postmodern
subject describes them better as they regularly negotiate with their evolving circumstances, their sense of doubt, despair and fear in taking actions, uncertainties about
future, and most of all, each with a deep internal sense of loneliness and loss even
in the midst of people and actions. Leeb’s proposal to attend to the dual constitution
of a subject—the subjected and the agent—would, therefore, provide a panoramic
19 Lloyd

(2005), p. 2.
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scope to understanding a political subject as neither entirely subordinated to power
nor completely autonomous.
If we allow it to be pursued from both ends, the political subject could be free from
a dichotomy of playing either a victim or a hero or locked up with either passivity or
activity. Rather than dissolution of the subject as many believe, a postmodern positioning of it acknowledges the complexity of human agency, the fluidity of identity
and the multiplicity of its constitution. Neither women nor sexual minorities can
be reduced to a victim identity that denies the multiplicity of their experiences and
their interactivity with different subjects around them. In fact, when the notion of
victimhood weighs heavily on an affected individual, it could become a burden of a
social organization and block the development of a trusting relationship among its
members. On the contrary, by acknowledging every individual being both a victim
and a subject one may open up a path to turning one’s lament over social deprivation
into acceptance of one’s location as the beginning point and be ready to move on.
Reconciliation of the two sides of the subject, the stable and the destabilized, is therefore crucial to bringing about real change. Roland Bleiker, for example, argues that a
positive notion of human agency is not necessarily dependent on a fixed foundation;
it is compatible with a decentered self instead. Reconciliation of the two sides of the
subject could, therefore, find a new ground on which engagement with the changing
circumstances is facilitated.20
The testimony of a Daoist woman in one of my studies illustrates well the process
of how the foundation of a subject may change with new circumstances. For two
years Ling had suffered from severe body pain, generated by her intensive stress
over a malfunctioned family and a worsening work environment. She shared with
me how she addressed her stress and its resulted physical pain by acknowledging her
fate. In her understanding, fate in the Chinese understanding is not about something
predestined and therefore all fixed and unchangeable. There are in fact many factors
contributing to a certain fate, including the transformation of the cosmic forces,
interactivity among the various elements in the environment and a dynamic network
of interpersonal relations, just to name a few.21 These various factors are always in
process and in constant movement affecting one another which together contribute
to the formation of one’s fate and one’s state of being at a specific point in time.
Paradoxically, one must accept one’s fate and yet believing that fate is dynamic and
not constant. In the case of Ling therefore, the subject is not passively accepting fate;
she moves and changes actively along with her evolving fate. In sum, the foundation—fate—on which Ling’s exercising of an agency reminds us of both Butler’s
conception of a material and discursive gender and sexual subject and Braidotti’s
subject of always becoming.
20 Bleiker

(2003), pp. 27 [25–47].
(ming 命) is one of the most complicated concepts in the Chinese tradition. While popular
use of it is to accept ‘fate’ as something predestined, scholars on Chinese classics argue that fate
can be molded and that’s the only reason why Chinese religions such as Daoism emphasize on
self-cultivation. Traditional Daoist texts would always find ways to ‘improve [existing] condition,
make the most of it or adapt to it, and thus influence the consequences that may arise from what
has been allotted’. Hendrischke (2014), p. 3.

21 Fate
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The question of the subject is significant for those who desire change. As shown
in some of these cases above, change does not take place on the institutional level
but more foundationally and constructively in everyday life. The latter is particularly
significant in understanding human agency in operation. If so, why can we not hold
both the modern and postmodern subject in place in creative tension? Moreover,
how can we maximize the subject’s contradictory yet effective exercise of change in
everyday practice for a reflective understanding of the agency for social movement?

A Subject in the Multitude
Besides the appeal to hold two seemingly contradictory formulations of the subject
together and to appreciate its effective operation in everyday life, there is another
aspect of the subject that demands attention: the mutually implicated relation between
an individual and the collective. Referring to Hannah Arendt, Leeb argues that politics of the collective is ‘a form of activity concerned with addressing problems of
living together in a shared world of plurality and difference’.22 It is about the possibility of a political subject exercising transformative agency in its realization and
acceptance of the subject both as an individual and a member of the collective. In
other words, the only way to elevate the fragmented social body, the subject in all
its multiplicities, above where they are to higher ground for concerted social action
is for every individual to admit her or his intrinsic connection to the collective, that
all identities are constituted intersubjectively.
In this second part of my paper, I would, therefore, bring two planes of discussion into a critical conversation. The first plane is my elucidation above of how the
modern subject which dares for action and change, must embrace, despite tension
and conflicts, the postmodern subject which aspires to differences and uniqueness.
Such an attempt to hold together two almost antagonistic formulations of the subject
is aimed to allow for a re-imagination of the subject in multiplicities, with both
individuality and a shared foundation which adheres not to fixity but is adjustable
to changing circumstances. Almost in parallel, the second plane I am introducing
here for cross-fertilization is the acceptance of the multitude in all its diversity while
insisting on the dimension of coexistence for interacting subjects. Because of the
unnegotiable demand for everyone to consider the condition of living together in a
shared space, there is a need to leverage multiplicities and differences towards coexistence on common ground. There is a certain parallel movement in the crossing of
the two planes: one expands from individuality to multiplicity; another admits the
multitude with an assertion of intersubjectivity for a common ground of coexistence.
Before the movement of gender and sexuality there was the women’s movement
which may date back to the late nineteenth century. After the women’s movement
made some advancement in rights to education and work in the seventies, women as
an identity soon fell apart and diverse identities emerged from women of different
22 Leeb,

Power and Feminist Agency in Capitalism, 3.
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classes, religions, races, ethnicities and castes. When the Second World War ended
and many independent movements succeeded in the formerly colonized world, a
strong identity of third world women arose in critical opposition to white women of
the first world. After the gay movement started in late sixties, new found identities
of lesbians, bisexuals, transsexuals, transgender people, intersex, queer, pansexual,
asexual and more different gender and sexual identities keep enriching the colour
strips of the rainbow. There are apparently many more colours and multiple identities
than anyone may fully comprehend, and there are evidently many different fronts
of politics and multiple layers of power construction and deconstruction required.
The question is whether there is any common ground possible for the wide range of
colours and identities to form an effective movement together. Or do we really need
one? In the following, I will set up the second plane of the discussion by drawing
on the debate between Hardt and Negri’s exploitation of the ambiguous nature of
the ‘multitude’ and Laclau and others’ insistence on a collective strategic resistance,
before concluding with Rosi Braidotti’s subject of becoming.
I mentioned above Hardt and Negri’s replacement of the mass in demonstrations by the term ‘multitude’. Since the 2000s, there was the emergence of a series
of events that have re-defined the form and the landscape of people’s movement
around the world, starting with the worldwide civil insurgencies kicked off in Tunisia
(December 2010) and spread to become the ‘Arab Spring’, then emerged in Asia as
the Sunflower Movement in Taiwan and the Umbrella movement in 2014 by students.
Still in progress at the time of writing is the more than four-month-long movement
in Hong Kong beginning with the call for withdrawal of the anti-extradition law
amendment bill since June 2019. A special feature of many of these movements was
their ‘organization’ mainly through social media and most claimed to be non-partisan
and leaderless. Despite the vast difference in the actual rolling out of actions and the
particular issues leading to the explosion of mass discontent and extensive participation in each event, they all demonstrated some commonalities that are characterized
as non-hierarchical, spontaneous and self-motivated. Placed in contrast to mobilization by parties or organizations of the civil society, these crowds were socially and
ideologically heterogeneous and took pride in the direct, non-partisan representation
of the people.
These protests gave rise to theoretical and practical debates over the import of
their ideological and political forms. With the seemingly forever stay of the neoliberal
order as well as the persistence of autocratic governance in Asia, increased discontent with the existing political systems including representational structures grows.
There is a prevailing sentiment in resenting structured movements led by some representative bodies or leaders, and many go for a free federation of individuals as the
better strategic choice instead. As provoked by Hardt and Negri’s model of the multitude, a theoretical debate has been developed around their proposal of a horizontal
organization as non-partisan representation versus the politics of representation as
championed by Ernesto Laclau for a concerted concentration of power and unification.23 Most important, the recent gathered crowds seem to go beyond the usual of
23 Kioupkiolis
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identity representation of class, gender, race or ethnicities but converge primarily into
‘people’ who come together as individuals or singularities, or as Giorgio Agamben
would put it, they come together ‘purely anonymously’ and ‘without any representable condition of belonging’.24 As recounted above, the typical slogan flagged
in these recent movements is ‘they can’t represent us’, drawing a clear line between
the traditional political leadership and the autonomous, participating individuals.
In their critique of Empire as a global network of transnational corporations and
international organizations which penetrates people’s daily life without reference to
a place or face, Hardt and Negri’s introduced a new conception of the ‘multitude’.
Whereas the modern notion of humanism assumes that human beings as moral agents
ought to be free of, or elevate themselves above, oppressive structures, the disintegration of communities in globalization produces instead fluid, self-contradictory,
hybrid ‘subjects’, caught in constant struggle between its restless desires and all the
social and political structural restraints imposed upon them. In Hardt and Negri’s
analysis, rather than the continuous bet on the rise of some heroic leaders to lead a
universal movement for change, the hope of transformation is now depended upon
the emergence of a mobile and innovative force in the ‘multitude’, the revolutionary
subject of resistance of the new epoch.25 As such, the multitude is a term for a group
of people who cannot be classified under any other distinct category (e.g. class, race,
gender or ethnicity), except for their sheer fact of presence. In their latter volume,
they simply stated that there is no face to the multitude; it is an event without a
model.26
If the multitude is found in peoples acting in concert with one another within a
particular time and place through the social media in the global network, how can
they become nodal points, as Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe would call them,
through which new social and political meanings can be re-ordered?27 The articulation of these nodal points through the congregation of people in the multitude is
essential. Given the pressing need of the time, Ernesto Laclau questions the adequacy
of the multitude to engage with state power, representative institutions and national
and global capital. Rather than leaving it to the free convergence of the singular individuals with their differences, Laclau sees the dire need for a politics of broad alliance
building, government change, a cogent programme of reforms and a cohesive and
massive political force that can back it up for the re-ordering of the balance of power
in society. In other words, a Gramscian politics of hegemony and the construction
of a forceful counter-hegemonic bloc are arguably more than ever required.28 For
Laclau, representation and hegemony are the necessary condition for the construction

24 Agamben
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26 Hardt and Negri, Empire, 411.
27 Laclau and Mouffe (1985), p. 112.
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of a collective will and political antagonism to be followed by continuous negotiation between vertical (people to people) and horizontal (representation and the mass)
processes.29
The strength of the free convergence of peoples and their need for a cogent
programme of reforms were once demonstrated in the pro-democracy Umbrella
movement of Hong Kong in 2014 and returned with even more intensity from June
2019 till date in the movement against the government’s proposed amendment to an
extradition bill to allow the handing over of criminal suspects from Hong Kong to
China. The former started on September 28, 2014 when the police shot 87 shells
of tear gas at the peaceful demonstrators who poured into the streets to support
the student leaders who were arrested a night ago. The subsequent occupation that
covered two central financial districts and two main shopping areas of Hong Kong
went on for 79 days and ended only with police enforcement to clear the ground.
Although there were three original leaders30 calling for a movement to ‘Occupy
Central’, the actual occupation was evoked instead by students and responded by the
general public spontaneously.
For the protests in 2019, they have gone for five straight months since June and
are still going on at the time of writing. The flash mob-like tactics of the leaderless
movement have resulted in over 80 small and large protests staged at the different
parts of the city almost every night. The police has adopted measures compared to
anti-terrorist actions and has applied high-handed repression including the use of over
4,000 rounds of tear gas and pepper sprays, hundreds of bean bag rounds and rubber
bullets, with the late addition of water cannon. There was a count of 1,800 rounds
of tear gas fired in one day alone and several gunshots that hit two young protestors
causing serious injuries. In response, protestors have also responded with increasing
violence including throwing bricks, petrol bombs and arsons that target government
facilities, the pro-establishment businesses and the massive railway system. Despite
the size of at least several thousand assembled each times, the protests were organized primarily through specially coded social media and Instagram. A protestor
interviewed by Financial Times summarized it well: ‘This movement is about being
faceless, about being anonymous, about not taking credit for what you have done—
it’s about being a part of a bigger community’.31 Both of the movements demonstrated
characteristics of a combination of the utopian and anarchist features.
On the utopian side, the most extraordinary achievement of these two Hong Kong
movements was precisely the spontaneity of the people’s participation. They were
29 Kioupkiolis

and Katsambekis, Introduction, 13–14.

30 There were three ‘leaders’ for the campaign for ‘Occupy Central’ starting from 2013. The call was

initially issued as a response to China’s imposed restriction on direct election of the Chief Executive
in Hong Kong. Although the actual occupation was soon taken over by the young protestors, the
three were charged for their role in the occupation protest. In April 2019, except for the senior
Baptist clergy, Reverend Chu Yiu Ming, whose prison terms were suspended, Benny Tai, a Law
professor of the University of Hong Kong, and Chan Kin Man, a Sociology professor of the Chinese
University of Hong Kong were convicted of public nuisance charges and sentenced to sixteen-month
imprisonment.
31 Wong (2019), p. 17.
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not mobilized by a party, an institution or organization or not even a coalition of social
activists. The protestors may have consisted of many different groups of classmates,
friends and colleagues but many more individuals went, sat and read as an ordinary
person on the demonstration ground during the Umbrella Movement in 2014, and
many more joined the various evening protests after their daily jobs in 2019. Most
significantly, there were many charming actions performed along with the demonstrations: beautiful artwork, dances and songs, deeply touching poems, cartoons and
animation, thousands of tick-tag notes forming instant democratic walls. The scenes
of families of old and young making origami umbrellas in the weekends of 2014 and
people gathering at shopping malls singing the protest theme song of ‘Glory to Hong
Kong’ all made lasting impressions to the world; the assemblies of the multitude
have been as beautiful as it could be.
On December 15, 2014, the Umbrella movement with a historical occupation of
the streets for 79 days ended rather nonsensically by court orders filed by truck and
mini-bus drivers to remove road blockage for transportation. However, even before
the sporadic disruption of violence and the final day of relatively peaceful arrest, the
last stage of the movement had actually fallen into a state of confusion for all involved.
The question of what to do next had never found an answer satisfactory to all. Nobody
had an idea of how long the occupy action might take; none of the student leaders
or the original Occupy Central Movement leaders were able to decide on when and
how the occupation should end. Even though the different parties involved in the day
to day organizational work tried to meet regularly before the end of the movement
could not agree on anything concrete. There was also no one including the student
leaders would decide to retreat from any of the occupation sites because each was
congregated by some specific crowds of supporters. Towards the end there were
also frequent instigations of violence by the unknown organized mob, only to invite
equally violent responses from the police on the ground of the occupations. Since
there was almost no chance that the demands of the movement would be met by the
Hong Kong or the Beijing governments, the movement’s lack of collective leadership
and a realizable goal had reached a near anarchist state. The Anti-Extradition Bill
Movement of 2019 is facing a similar predicament at the moment. Nobody knows
how, when and how to stop the self-led protests. While everyone is similarly clear that
China would not concede, nobody knows how the movement would end. The fatal
weakness of these Occupy protests, as Slavoj Zizek criticizes, is that they express an
authentic rage at best but remain unable to transform themselves into any positive
programmes for socio-political change.32
On the other hand, Laclau and Mouffe champion the politics of hegemony as
always a politics of representation. That is, the hegemonic subject as the agent of
change must be partially exterior to what it articulates in order for articulations to
be possible at all. The dislocation of essential identities, particularly those of class,
has resulted in increasing fragmentation and multiplication of social groups and
political identities. Some hegemonic alliances that sought to construct ‘chains of

32 Zizek
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equivalence’ between different social groups and political identities must be contingently created.33 In order to construct a common political front from these heterogeneous struggles, there must be a singular identity, group or party that stands in, at
least temporarily. In this case, besides a long history of activism and education, the
sexuality movement in Taiwan has made the first successful case for legislation for
same-sex marriage in Asia with a strong relatively united front between the feminist
and LGBTQ movement and a highly sympathetic ruling party in place.34
Hegemony could thus be translated into a ‘logic of contingency’ by which ‘nodal
points’ in political struggles could be articulated into common positions to speak
for or ‘represent’ the whole, albeit imperfectly and incompletely.35 Inevitably, the
contestant against capitalism and the state today is no longer a privileged revolutionary subject but rather a plurality of movements, identities and demands.36 There
is undoubtedly the need to exercise some disciplines among the diverse groups of
peoples in the multitude to find a shared ground to build an alliance, to respect
the intersubjectivity among each of the multiple subject, in order to find the largest
denominator for effective action. The question is how and who can make it possible?
Built on a different philosophical ground, Braidotti conceives a new posthuman
subject who is neither postmodern nor poststructuralist, nor discursive as a
trapped linguistic signifier that withheld empowerment. Rather, she argues
that the posthuman nomadic subject is multifaceted, relational, materialist and
conceptualized within a monistic ontology that collapses all dualisms including
agency/structure, nature/culture, animate/inanimate, reason/emotion, mind/matter
and human/nonhuman.37 Such an appeal to a posthuman subject is to dissolve all
boundaries possible in order to open up to a process-oriented vision and to ground
the subject’s accountability in ‘a strong sense of collectivity and relationality, which
results in a renewed claim to community and belonging by singular subjects’ with
all complexity. It aims not at a moral universalism which appeals to the same, but
creation of new forms of collective bonds and a new affective community (or polity)
that would be based on both radical openness and immanent interconnection.38 The
collective ‘we’ must therefore acknowledge the multiplicity and potential contradictions at stake, and with a frame of reference that is ‘interrelational, multi-sexed, and
trans-species’, there are many contested ways of becoming-world together.39 The
question is then about how can anyone facilitate the embodiment of posthumanism
in a largely individuated multitude?
The women’s movement can be traced back to the early nineteen century when
women asked for the same right as men. When it rose in full strength in the twenties
33 Laclau

and Mouffe, Hegemony and Social Strategy, 6.
Report on the passing of the bill in Taiwan’s Legislative Yuan in 2007, see https://edition.
cnn.com/2019/05/17/asia/taiwan-same-sex-marriage-intl/index.html.
35 Laclau and Mouffe, Hegemony and Social Strategy, 135, 159.
36 Newman, “Occupy and Autonomous Political Life,” 95.
37 Braidotti (2013), pp. 188–190.
38 Braidotti, The Posthuman, 190–191.
39 Braidotti (2016), pp. 35–36.
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with the suffrage movement surged around the world, equality to education, work,
property ownership and pay grew as part of social consciousness. Then the women’s
movement was challenged with classism, racism, colonialism, different religions and
castes in the sixties before it further faced up to the charge of heteronormativity by
the sexual minorities in the seventies. There was also increased diversity recognized
within the gay movement after the Stonewall riot in 1969, and soon many more
variant sexual identities came out of the closet and demanded their due respect.
Despite various internal and external divisions, these continuous developments have
pushed the feminist movement and the gay movement to be genuinely self-critical and
to keep expanding its scope to encompass greater diversity. Metaphorical speaking,
if the early women’s movement was the head of a river, the many further divisions
within and without the movement could be the various streams that grew out of it. If
these many streams, despite their uncharted courses and meanders, could converge
at the end into a deep blue sea, it could bring mighty waters to erode the rocks and
send roaring waves to cut into the cliffs.
Nevertheless, even in my limited experience with the movement of gender and
sexuality, I have seen too many splits because of the emphases on differences. I am
appealing to all of us who are willing to find the points where connections can be
built, tensions can be smoothened, and the subject’s sense of intersubjectivity can be
recovered and that it has to start with each of us ourselves. Braidotti reminds we need
a lot of patience, openness and self-discipline to welcome differences in our midst
in order to provide a tolerable space for one to relate to another. What is needed is
the everyday political space that all of us inhabits and can contribute to, which is
essential for sustaining the present generation of social actors and nurturing the next.
The conception of the subject as both centred and ready to act and fragmented but
engaged in everyday life paves the way for an understanding of political agency at
once socially conditioned and open-ended. A dialogue between the heterogeneous
multitude and possible articulation and translation of the fragmented agents into a
stronger whole would take the wisdom of everyone concerned to find the right time
at the right moment. What we can do is to live the political agency in our everyday
reality of embodied social relations and prepare it for the next opportunity to come.
With due respect to multiplicities in every individual and every assemblage of the
multitude, can we find our shared ground for a strategic alliance against gender
injustice?
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Chapter 13

Looking Queerly Through the Heart:
Towards a Southeast Asian Praxis
of Doing Church with LGBTIQ/PLHIV
Joseph N. Goh

Genuine Church reform … courageously breaks with old systems in order to find greater
truth … it seeks to renew the inner life of institutions and constitutions.
—Hans Küng
The presence of the Holy Spirit in and beyond the Church in Asia may be perceived in a
variety of ways … people encounter the Spirit within their context … In this light, we affirm
a stance of receptive pluralism … A relationship of dynamic tension may open the way for
mutual information, inspiration, support and correction.
—Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences

∗ ∗ ∗
This chapter constitutes socio-ecclesiological ruminations on improving relations
between (presently) non-affirming churches and lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender,
intersex and other queer communities (LGBTIQ) in Southeast Asia. Specifically, it is
crafted with an intersectional approach to gender, sexuality, health and the Christian
faith.
In the twenty-first century, age-old feuds between non-affirming churches and
LGBTIQ (and by extension, People Living with HIV [PLHIV] who are habitually
besmirched as bearing the consequences of ‘queer’ inordinate promiscuities), effusive quips of ‘God loves and accepts everyone’ accompanying conditional church
membership, and relentless obsessions for one to prove the Other wrong must give
way to alternatives that bespeak a praxis of doing church that welcomes the unfamiliar Other. The praxis of which I write does not demand that one party hold total
agreement with all ideological propositions that the Other holds, as both parties can
be provisionally rest with ‘agreeing to disagree’ on some matters. Non-consensus is
not a deal-breaker in this common effort.
J. N. Goh (B)
Monash University Malaysia, Bandar Sunway, Selangor, Malaysia
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Although I agree that doing church in such contexts ought to be a mutual contribution between churches, LGBTIQ and PLHIV (Goh 2019; Siew 2015), this chapter
deliberately builds on the premise (and my personal bias) that churches must drive
the exercise of this praxis due the obvious power differentials. My emphasis, as such,
is on imagining conditions of possibility that can contribute to ecclesiastical engineerings of greater inclusion and affirmation of LGBTIQ and PLHIV. I also wish
to highlight the fact that the pursuit of stable ‘church’, ‘LGBTIQ’ and ‘PLHIV’
identities, the stipulation that one must either be a ‘faithful Christian’ or ‘unfaithful
deviant’—the incessant insistence on alterity—have become essential for sustaining
polarizing identities. I propose instead a dissolution of this ‘either-or’ stance and
the appropriation of a praxis of doing church in which the performances of gender,
sexuality, health and faith can simultaneously coexist.
This present work takes on flesh from the narratives of Philippine Red Macalalad,
one of nineteen individuals who participated in a research project in the first half of
2016 that I undertook in collaboration with APCOM, a ‘coalition of governments,
UN partners, non-profits and community based organisations … from Asia and the
Pacific’ (2018).1 Entitled Christianity, Sexual Diversity and Access to Health Services
(Goh 2016), the project investigated the implications of Christian teachings on the
responsiveness of queer and trans communities towards preventive and ameliorative
sexual healthcare in the Philippines, Singapore, Tonga, India and Hong Kong. While
I concentrate on the lived realities of a Philippine church leader and church as a
case study for this chapter, I am hopeful that the thoughts contained herein can offer
helpful insights into similar realities in other Southeast Asian countries and beyond.
My proposals for a praxis of doing church with LGBTIQ and PLHIV, grounded in
Macalalad’s narratives, is preceded by a modest discussion of some crucial contexts.

Contexts
(Tentative) Terms
In the Philippines—as is commonly the case in other Southeast Asian countries
(Jackson 2000; Peletz 2006)—categories of gender and sexual nonconformities are
generally conflated and appear as eroticized genders or gendered sexualities. Philippine terms such as baklâ, bayot, bading and bantut (Garcia 2000), to name but a few,
circulate and are negotiated among more Western-styled taxonomies such as ‘gay’,
‘lesbian’, ‘queer’ and ‘transgender’.
I augment Macalalad’s use of ‘LGBT’ with ‘LGBTIQ’ as a convenient extension to denote gender-variant and sexually diverse people within and beyond this
1 APCOM

strives to shift attitudes and sensitize society to the needs of gender-variant and sexually
diverse communities, including bridging the gap between faith and the diversity of gender, sexuality
and sex. While respecting the freedom of religion and expression, APCOM believes that they can
never justify the denial of basic rights among these communities. See http://www.apcom.org/.
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convenient but limited acronym. I co-opt his use of ‘PLHIV’ for People Living with
HIV, and refer to individuals who are LGBTIQ and/or PLHIV as ‘LGBTIQ/PLHIV’
from this point onwards. Such individuals include those who cherish and/or practise
their Christian faith. Despite Macalalad’s constant reference to ‘LGBT’, there is a
strong emphasis on the term ‘Men who have Sex with Men’ (MSM) which he uses
interchangeably with ‘gay men’ in his narratives. Nonetheless, the matters of which
he speaks are also pertinent to lesbian, bisexual, transgender and intersex issues.
‘Church’ and ‘ecclesiastical’ denote organizational structures, denominations,
parishes and other formal communities patterned on the teachings of Christ, ‘ecclesiological’ reorients towards the theological dimensions of church, and ‘socioecological’ gestures towards practical theological reflections on the synergies
between churches and socio-cultural realities. ‘Doing church’ relates to the concrete
living out of the identity of ‘church’ on both hierarchical and grassroots levels.
‘Affirming’ indicates an unconditional acceptance of LGBTIQ/PLHIV, the way
they live and the choices they make. As Metropolitan Community Churches
(MCC) Marikina pastor Michael Jason Masaganda observes, ‘affirming’ differs
from ‘open’ and ‘inclusive’. The former may indicate a conditional acceptance of
LGBTIQ/PLHIV by some Philippine churches without actual affirmation.2

Framings
This section first considers Noreen Giffney’s interpretation of ‘queer’ as ‘a
contentious term and one that encompasses defiance, celebration and refusal within
its remit’ (2009, p. 2). Additionally, ‘queering’ is ‘an exploration of desire outside of
identity categories [in which] becoming signifies not the movement through identification from one category to another – being via becoming to being – but the understanding that change is all there is’ (2009, p. 6). In this sense, ‘queer’ and ‘queering’
denote strategies of interrogating and disrupting grand narratives and static truth
claims which unjustly control the imaginary of normalcy without contestation.
Yet, my use of this definition is provisional, as I am reminded of John Nguyet
Erni’s (2003, p. 382) caveat that ‘the moment when such lexicons as “gay” and
“queer” are Asianized–when they are absorbed and appropriated by queer Asia–is the
moment, almost immediately, of vivid turmoil [as o]ur desire for a queer cosmopolitanism conflicts powerfully with various forms of gender and sexual conformity,
not to mention conflicts with the State’. Giffney’s meticulous parsing of ‘queer’
and ‘queering’ as the rejection of normalizing and assimilationist politics seemingly
appears as advantageous for deconstructing ecclesiastical and ecclesiological exclusivities. Yet ‘queer’ and ‘queering’ cannot merit unproblematic adherence as their
abstract and utopic delivery fails to consider contextual realities that condition their
potency.

2 Personal

communication, 1 February 2019.
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The desire to become gay and queer and Asian in globally recognizable configurations within an interplay of ‘sameness and difference’ (Benedicto 2008) is not
only met with real grapplings of approximating and distancing from more ‘native’
forms that seem to be endlessly infused with scorn, shame, undesirability, inferiority,
and enforced or voluntary invisibility (Manalansan IV 2003). The state and sociocultural regimes also insist on their own version of legitimate nationhood, and demand
‘decent’ embodiments that adhere to a Foucauldian-styled (even if gender and Asian
issues were elided from Foucault’s works) biopolitical manoeuvre of self-regulation
and docile production (1990, 1995).
Marcella Althaus-Reid’s brand of queer theologizing adds another frame to
my analysis. She notices that theologies—even more radical ones such as liberation theology—almost invariably adopt a ‘proper’ universal, positivistic stance that
cancels out the ‘improper’ particularities of human circumstance in favour of an
imagined unity and uniformity. Theological approaches that are benign towards the
normalization and assimilation of diverse human beings along heteronormative and
cisnormative dictates are complicit with the perpetuation of social injustice and prejudice, including the exclusion and expulsion of gender and sexual variance. AlthausReid refers to these theologies as a ‘Totalitarian Theology (T-Theology)’ (2003, p. 8)
which creates ‘strangers at the gate of Christianity, that is the people whose life and
experiences do not fit with T-Theology’ (2003, p. 60).
Such efforts, she says, are heterosexist theological assemblages that do not do
justice to the reality of those whose genders and sexualities are improper. It is on this
account that she rallies for a ‘“Queering” or Indecenting [of theology] as a process
of coming back to the authentic, everyday life experiences described as odd by the
ideology – and mythology – makers alike’ (Althaus-Reid 2000, p. 71). Queering or
indecenting exposes the hegemony of heteronormative theological schemas, and reestablishes the importance of ‘indecent’ gender-variant and sexually diverse insights
and experiences in the act of theologizing.
In reading Althaus-Reid’s theology against Giffney’s and Erni’s ideas, I am
compelled to ask: What happens after theologians fracture the heteronormative and
cisnormative trappings of theology? What of theology is left to ameliorate human
struggles? What are worthy replacements that can resonate with, and be shared as
the spiritual weltanschauung of a particular people? In Southeast Asian countries
like the Philippines, where Christianity is the primary religion of the Philippine
people and Roman Catholics are 80.9% strong (Index Mundi 2018), heteronormativity and cisnormativity find convenient alliances with more conservative forms of
Christianity. These formidable and largely uncontested partnerships that are resolutely homonegative and transnegative repeatedly produce a diminishment of rights,
a denial of spiritual identity and a cessation of subjectivity that leaves a void in its
trail of destruction.
I argue that the feisty deconstruction of queering must be accompanied and
nourished by a theological commonality of justice, egalitarianism, love, affirmation and inclusion that speaks to Southeast Asian Christians. My proposal that
considerations of more unorthodox, radical and even transgressive demeanours of
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friendship and hospitality that rail against common ecclesiastical and ecclesiological normalcies—acts of looking queerly through the heart—are steered by this
commonality.
The production of theological commonality is not, however, an exercise of
equality. Theology is frequently acclaimed as the exclusive domain of officially
trained (and often episcopal and presbyterial) authorities. This cordoning of the
theological task is predicated on ecclesiastical hierarchy, and the influence of a long
history of preserving the purity of Christian ‘orthodoxy’ and overcoming churchsplitting ‘heresies’ and ‘schisms’ by sanctioned leaders and teachers, efforts which
in hindsight were little more than political power plays. It is worthwhile at this
juncture to appreciate how ‘minority views always coexisted with majority decisions’ (Córdova Quero and Goh 2018, p. 293) in ecclesiastical formations. Of equal
concern to me is how conventional theologies which have been limited to the cloisters of the academe and its erudite pursuits unabashedly demand absolute conformity
to their theoretical abstractions, rather than submit to a humble learning of actual
human conditions in order to be at the service of human communities. This arrogance
leaves no room for grassroots theologizing.
Hence, my ecclesiological endeavour takes up Wai Ching Angela Wong’s (2007,
p. 38) suggestion of a ‘revised academic theology’. Bringing a cultural studies
approach to theology, and drawing on experiences in Hong Kong, Wong advocates
an explicitly context-specific methodology that is at once academically vigorous and
socially transformative, akin to feminist, liberation and black theologies. A revised
academic theology pairs theory and praxis with Asian realities in mind. The scholastic
dimension is treasured and maintained, but allowed to seep and saturate the cracks
of human existence in Asia while offering itself as a practical, efficacious resource
for justice and egalitarianism. A revised academic theology does not shy away from
placing the theological enterprise in the hands of the ‘non-experts’ because it is aware
that the less-powerful in Christianity are in greatest need of this resource and they
are the real experts of (re)fracturing, (re)moulding and (re)circulating theology for
survival rather than intellectual entertainment.
I also find it useful to think through Jacques Derrida’s (2000) portmanteau ‘hostipitality’ in making sense of the friend-or-foe complexities that besiege churches and
LGBTIQ/PLHIV. ‘Hostipitality’ is an interplay between ‘hospitality’ and ‘hostility’
as based on the dual sense of the Latin word ‘hostis’. For Derrida, hospitality is
always riddled with the risk of hostility as it grapples with possibilities of discomfort, displacement and danger. Without the benefit or right of hospitality, Derrida
claims (2000, p. 61), ‘a new arrival can only be introduced … as a parasite, a guest
who is wrong, illegitimate, clandestine, liable to expulsion’. In this circumstance,
hospitality on the part of the host can transform into hostility towards the guest, but
it can also precipitate a situation in which the host is held in a vulnerable position
by the guest. Any sort of embrace, any gesture of welcome, any extension of friendliness and friendship to the Stranger, any risk of allowing the Other to enter into
one’s space are fraught with potential tensions of benignity, trepidation and hostility.
This precariousness requires the formulation of regulatory conditions, or conditional
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hospitality, that can distinguish between clear categories of guest and parasite, the
welcomed and unwelcome.
At the same time, Derrida (2000, p. 25, original emphasis) speaks of an ‘absolute
hospitality’ in which he unconditionally offers his space ‘to the absolute, unknown,
anonymous other, and that I give place to them, that I let them come, that I let them
arrive, and take place in the place I offer them, without asking of them either reciprocity’. This form of unconditional hospitality which is undeniably vulnerable to
hostility poses a dilemma to the host. Casting aside the inertia that such a dilemma
can manufacture, Derrida (2000, p. 147, original emphasis) calls for ‘intermediate
schemas’, the straddling of conditional and unconditional hospitality, the creation of
interstitial locations of irresolvable tension between conditional and unconditional
hospitality. That the regulations of conditional hospitality make possible the emergence of unconditional hospitality within these tensions suggests an ‘indissociability’
(Derrida 2000, p. 147) between the two. Nevertheless, a persistent ‘radical heterogeneity’ (Derrida 2000, p. 147) disallows the taming of difference on either side, and
preserves an interminable unknowability, disparity, strangeness and indeterminacy
between the host and the guest, ‘keeping each other on each other’s toes’ as it were.
A space of tension, uncertainty and unpredictability as this, I believe, may be helpful
in analysing and interpreting the attractions and revulsions between ecclesiastical
authorities and LGBTIQ/PLHIV.
The Philippine concept pakikipagkapwa further aids my musings. As ‘the other
is treated as a kapwa, a shared self’ (Macaraan 2019, p. 108), kapwa thus ‘embraces
both the “outsider” and the “insider”’ (Brazal 2011, p. 70). Levy Lara Lanaria (2015,
p. 36) interprets pakikipagkapwa as ‘ego-sharing-identity-with-the-other’ in which
the ego is the relational ‘loob’ or intersubjective self in the deepest sense. To be
an individual is to always exist in relationality and interdependency, rather than in
categorical autonomy. Agnes M. Brazal (2011, p. 70) defines pakikipagkapwa as
‘relating with a fellow or the other’ and explains that ‘the stress in kapwa … is
the “shared inner self (loob)” or common humanity, unlike in the English “others”
which connotes opposition to the self’. In the same vein, Willard Enrique R. Macaraan
(2019, p. 108) declares that ‘by default, the dispositional intention of kapwa is to
connect, relate, and share’. Logically therefore, pakikipagkapwa is the recognition
of the dignity that is gifted to oneself and the Other as both share in one humanity,
albeit diversely so. Such perspectives can shed light on Macalalad’s indefatigable
ministry as a Philippine church leader who reaches out to LGBTIQ/PLHIV.

In Conversation: Red Macalalad
My interaction with Macalalad constitutes elite interviewing (see Odendahl and Shaw
2001), as I approached him in his position and authority as an openly gay church
leader with MCC Quezon City (MCCQC) in Metro Manila. For about an hour, we
spoke of the impressions that Christian leaders and laity have on LGBTIQ/PLHIV,
and the premise of MCCQC in supporting and affirming the latter. At the time of the
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interview, Macalalad was the Officer of Community and Social Action, and Head of
the Educational and Liturgical Services of the Church for MCCQC. In this capacity,
he amassed considerable experience and influence in ministering with, among and
for LGBTIQ/PLHIV.
MCC was founded in 1968 by Reverend Troy Perry to cater to the needs of
LGBTIQ Christians after being dismissed by his Pentecostal church for being gay
(Kane 2013). A worldwide organization today, MCC arrived on the shores of the
Philippines in 1991 in the person of Reverend Richard Mickley upon the invitation
of some Philippine gay men. Numerous MCC communities currently exist in the
Philippines. Metropolitan Community Church Quezon City (MCCQC), which began
life with ‘regular Bible study and support group gatherings’ in 2006, has undergone
drastic changes in its leadership and organization over the years (Philippine Network
of Metropolitan Community Churches 2013). MCCQC became Open Table MCC
in October 2017,3 but I retain its original name here to preserve and accentuate its
temporal and spatial specificities which shaped Macalalad’s narratives at the time of
our interview.
Macalalad, who granted me permission to publicly reveal his name, sexual identity and church affiliation, spoke with a reflexive eloquence that yielded profound
practical wisdom. Guided by Charmaz’s (2006) constructivist approach to grounded
theory, I analyse, interpret and theorize selected narratives of Macalalad, and only
his, not in a bid to absolutize, essentialize or universalize his knowledge and experiences, but as an in-depth analysis of a particular case study. What I offer are vignettes
rather than a generalization of lived LGBTIQ/PLHIV realities.
Conservative views permeate various issues of gender and sexuality in presentday Philippines, as is the case in many Southeast Asian countries. In some instances,
organized religions also wield great influence on such issues. Despite the fact that
same-sex genital expressions are not subjected to criminalization in the Philippines,
a wide spectrum of notions and behaviours towards gender-variant and sexually
diverse people exists. While there are signs of acceptance in the political arena, such
as the election of transgender woman Geraldine Roman of the district of Bataan to
Congress (Lower House) in May 2016 (Chen 2016), President Rodrigo Duterte who
came into power in June 2016 has vacillated in his opinion of same-sex marriages
(Hume 2017).
A Southeast Asian praxis of doing church must be rigorously informed by a
keen awareness of political and socio-cultural realities, as evinced in Macalalad’s
narratives. Speaking to me in February 2016, he describes how ‘LGBT’ communities
are caricaturized by (then Davao city mayor) Duterte:
There is a politician who’s running for president … who openly supports LGBT … he also
said that anyone who opposes him is baklâ. So … that it is really a reflection of how people
really view LGBT in the Philippines. We are not real men, or real women, and that means
that we don’t have the balls to be what our genitals dictate us to be.

3 Jack

Nicklaus Quimpo, Open Table MCC, personal communication, 10 February 2019. See also
Open Table MCC, 2019.
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Macalalad aptly stresses Duterte’s blatant contradiction between ‘openly
support[ing] LGBT’ and using baklâ as a slur for his opponents, a clear manifestation of homophobic hostility that is lodged in a disingenuous display of nationalistic inclusion. I am unclear as to which distinct occasion Macalalad is referring,
although numerous instances abound (see for instance, Cupin 2016). Earlier, I alluded
to the fact that there is often no bifurcation of gender and sexual nonconformities
in many Asian societies. The baklâ inhabits the liminalities of man/woman and
gay/straight (Campos 2012), and muddies neatly drawn classifications of effeminacy, transvestism, homosexuality and cross-dressing in contemporary Philippines
(Manalansan IV 2003). As the baklâ is often assigned as ‘a man with a woman’s
heart (may pusong babae)’ (Tan 2001, p. 122) in contrast with a ‘real’ man, I believe
it is plausible that Duterte constructs the baklâ as a figure of failed masculinity and
abnormal, weak humanity to malign and belittle his political enemies.
Macalalad understands Duterte’s use of ‘baklâ’ as a public semiotic of negative
perception towards LGBTIQ. He further suggests that gender-variant and sexually
diverse people who transgress exclusive laws of gender binary and oppositional
sexual attraction are seen to be ‘not real’. Consequently, this view fuels impressions of human artificiality and inauthenticity among LGBTIQ, and indexes them as
un(der)developed in, and untrue to their genders, sexualities and sexes.
Macalalad stretches this idea by asserting that this absence of ‘realness’ is the
absence of ‘balls’, a phallocentric imagery of strength and courage as epitomized
by and valorized in male-bodied persons. He underscores a common understanding
that to be unreal in gender, sexuality and sex is to be enfeebled as a human being. By
using ‘balls’ in reference to both men and women, Macalalad seems to suggest that
this patriarchal standard is prevalent in the Philippines and is conveniently deployed
against LGBTIQ people to portray them as lesser human beings. Macalalad is also
extremely cognizant of the dominant attitudes of churches towards LGBTIQ people
in his country:
Most of the Christian churches that we have here are openly opposed to MSM … you can
go to church, you are a ‘productive’ member of our churches, but once they know, and this
is the story of most of our evangelical members, that you are LGBT, you are not allowed to
be part of ministry as a leader.

The Roman Catholic Church plays a pivotal role in buttressing orthodox opinions
on issues of gender and sexuality, including LGBTIQ matters. In contrast, the United
Church of Christ in the Philippines (UCCP) released ‘Let Grace Be Total’ in 2014,
an official statement that calls for an unqualified affirmation of gender-variant and
sexually diverse people in churches (OutrageMag.com Staff 2014). Macalalad posits
however, that the pastoral posture of most Philippine churches is one of conditional
acceptance—although active church participation is permitted, LGBTIQ Christians
are barred from ecclesiastical leadership.
It is possible that these attitudes are partly fuelled by ‘underlying stereotypes,
suspicions and assumptions that [gay men] are HIV carriers because they are malandi
(flirty) and lead “promiscuous” lifestyles’ (Goh et al. 2019, pp. 168–169)—damaging
assumptions that may have carried over to lesbian, bisexual, transgender, intersex and
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other queer people. Gay men are frequently held responsible for the spread of HIV. In
2017, the accumulated cases of PLHIV stood at 42,283, and 96% comprised gay men
between the ages of 15 and 34 (Department of Health, Epidemiology Bureau 2016;
Republic of the Philippines Department of Health, Epidemiology Bureau 2017).
The Catholic Bishops’ Conference of the Philippines (CBCP) speaks strongly in
favour of the pastoral care of PLHIV. It is largely due to its efforts that National AIDS
Sunday is held annually on the first Sunday in December (Guzman 2011). Nevertheless, the CBCP’s concomitant condemnation of same-sex expressions (Morelos
1993; Odchimar 2011) continues to impact LGBTIQ in destructive ways. Macalalad
muses with a tinge of sadness on how young Philippine people are discarding their
affiliations with organized Christianity because of the discordance they experience
between their lived experiences and official doctrine:
We now have a youth group, because they’ve been struggling in their faith … and their bodily
experience is telling them otherwise, their processing is telling them otherwise. And so they
get out of the church.

In viewing LGBTIQ/PLHIV as peculiar products of fallen nature that are in dire
need of liberation from their carnal brokenness, churches remain poised at offering
outwardly innocuous hospitality which can be upended at any point in time and
transmute into hostility towards LGBTIQ/PLHIV as demands for ‘repentance’ and
‘conversion’. Schooled from their rudimentary years that churches are indisputable
fonts of truth that disapprove of gender variance, sexual diversity and ‘non-legitimate’
sexual behaviours, LGBTIQ/PLHIV eventually self-fossilize in internalized feelings
of worthlessness and helplessness, and act in a hostile fashion towards themselves.
Until churches and LGBTIQ/PLHIV learn to bridge ‘faith’ and ‘bodily experience’ in
life-giving ‘processing[s]’ of doing church, these two camps will continue to stagnate
in enmity.

Proposals for Looking Queerly Through the Heart
Affirming Unconditional Dignity and Protection
for LGBTIQ/PLHIV
Based on Macalalad’s insights in the following quote, my first proposal for a praxis
of doing church emphasizes a genuine affirmation of LGBTIQ/PLHIV as deserving
of dignity and protection as they are:
We know that a God who walks with us is a God who enlightens us … who helps us makes
sense … and we always tell people … God’s story hasn’t stopped after the bible was written.
And you are part of the unfolding of God’s lessons and God’s teachings … what you believe
to be God today, is as important … in your life … as a person living with HIV, as an MSM …
I think the healing comes with other friends from the PLHIV community when the people,
the leaders embrace them. Because the fact that you spend time with them, the fact that
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you answer their calls during the night, or when they’re just depressed and they want to kill
themselves, and they suddenly call you … I think that is more effective in that sense.

Macalalad’s conceptualization of God as co-journeyer and steady illumination
restores a theological relevance to the undertakings of ‘MSM’—a shorthand for
LGBTIQ in this context—and PLHIV to ‘[make] sense’ of doing church through the
intersectionality of gender, sexuality, health and Christianity. He does this through a
threefold theo-pastoral strategy of endorsing LGBTIQ/PLHIV. First, despite mainstream theological assertions that divine revelation ended with the apostolic age,
Macalalad foregrounds an interminable unfolding of divine stories, ‘lessons’ and
‘teaching’ in and through LGBTIQ/PLHIV history, effectively restoring the validity
of divine unravellings to the ecclesiastically abjected, the unruly non-conformists
who are determined to be partisan to both the holy and the unholy. Then, in insisting
that contemporary beliefs in God are equal in importance to scriptures, Macalalad
both inserts LGBTIQ/PLHIV lived realities into the bible and elevates them to the
same level of eminence as the holiest corpus of Christian testimony.
Second, MCCQC’s portrayal of ‘a God who walks with [people]’ aids them
in sexuality-faith sense-making and restores the relevance of the present for
LGBTIQ/PLHIV. Christian belief in God cannot be merely interpreted as slavish
adherence to doctrine and dogma, but as an acute consciousness of divine operations
in actual life. As Wong (2007, p. 39) states, ‘the focus for understanding Christianity
must be shifted from the coherent interpretation of theologians and biblical scholars
towards the spontaneous, the contradictory and the conflicted daily practices of the
mass of Christians’.
Third, doing church by appreciating LGBTIQ/PLHIV lives must also translate
into the healing of faith-sanctioned rejections of gender variance and sexual diversity.
Macalalad lists MCCQC’s ministerial efforts to ‘spend time’ with LGBTIQ/PLHIV
and respond to ‘their [unexpected] calls during the night’ in moments of depression
and suicidal ideation as the ‘more effective’ means of healing. MCCQC thus demonstrates that ‘if history is the stories of broken promises and shattered hopes, history
is also the stories of God renewing broken promises and mending shattered hopes’
(Song 1991, p. 8).
It is important to note that not all LGBTIQ/PLHIV lived experiences can be
uncritically, simplistically and sentimentally included in the depository of theological resources. As human beings are capable of making death-dealing choices, not
all human experiences are good. The inclusion of human experiences as loci theologici must undergo continuous and stringent examination. Nevertheless, as I see
it, Macalalad’s emphasis in this regard is a counternarrative to the overwhelming
disavowal of LGBTIQ/PLHIV experiences in Christianity that have produced dire
casualties in several ways. As ‘the very essence of self is tied up with others inasmuch as the existence of kapwa is dependent upon the self’s relationality with the
other/s’ (Macaraan 2019, p. 108), the strategies of helping LGBTIQ/PLHIV discern
their experiences through the prism of faith is a performance of pakikipagkapwa. It
is the recognition of a shared godliness that fosters the solidarity of those who share
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similar experiences of being ostracized due to accusations of gender and sexual
transgressions.
What I see happening at MCCQC is pastoral interdependency, in which both
church and congregants value and rely on each other for continuous negotiations
with life’s conundrums. Operations of sanctity become blatantly recognizable when
human beings are able to identify and cherish the gift of life in other human beings.
Doing church needs to be a mutual, steadfast reliance between the loob of MCCQC
and LGBTIQ/PLHIV, and strive towards an ongoing advocacy of the unconditional
right of LGBTIQ/PLHIV to dignity and protection based on shared humanity even
if doing church this way lacks unequivocal ecclesiastical resolutions.

Collaborating with LGBTIQ/PLHIV on Projects of Human
Empowerment and Flourishing
My second proposal for a praxis of doing church highlights Macalalad’s conceptualization of Christ’s ‘people-centred’ vision as embedded in his ‘teachings’ and
‘life’. Here, I concentrate on possibilities for collaborative projects by churches,
LGBTIQ/PLHIV and civil society organizations for the betterment of human lives.
When I asked Macalalad about the basis of church support and affirmation towards
LGBTIQ/PLHIV, he responded:
When you look at teachings … the life of Christ, it’s very people-centred. It is Emmanuel
… God who walks with people, and a part of what we do is to really reimagine Jesus today,
using the lens of who he is. We’ve been caught up with a lot of utilitarian laws and teachings
that we fail to see the humanity of Jesus’ teaching.

For Macalalad, Christ is the personification of ‘Emmanuel’, which translates from
the Hebrew as ‘God is with us’. The term ‘Emmanuel’ originated in the Hebrew
scriptures or Old Testament (Isaiah 7.14) and was later applied to the person of
Christ in the Christian scriptures or New Testament (Matthew 1.22–23) to mark the
prophetic fulfilment of God who became a human being in Christ at a specific historical moment. However, Macalalad appears to background this interpretation in favour
of focusing on how Christ jettisons the dichotomy of immanent humanity and transcendent divinity. In his eyes, ‘Emmanuel’ clearly means that ‘God is with people’
and ‘walks with people’. Macalalad’s underscoring of Christ’s ‘people-centredness’
divulges and unpacks Christ’s intimate participation in the loob of a compassionate
God. Christ who enfleshes divine compassion enjoins his church to enflesh him in
his preference for the subjugated, as ‘the basis of God’s preference for the oppressed
is found in God’s very essence of compassion’ (Moe 2016, p. 215).
As such, ‘Emmanuel’ is embodied in the human-divine hybrid Christ who manifests humanitarian godliness and godly humanitarianism. ‘Emmanuel’ reiterates the
here-and-now of God and the imperative for its attendant demands and responsibilities to trickle down to ecclesiological and ecclesiastical blueprints that claim to
communicate Christ. By ‘using the lens of who [Christ] is’, churches can generate
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a space of equitable belonging. I hold that the weight of Macalalad’s wisdom here
lies in the call to radical action by ‘really reimagin[ing]’ Christ in his reaching out to
those who are relegated to the fringes of society because of their incongruence with
socio-cultural normativities.
Doing church needs to recognize and assume the ‘humanity of Jesus’ teaching[s]’
while it resists an inordinate obsession with ecclesiastical ‘utilitarian laws and
teachings’. For Macalalad, it is undoubtedly this imitable people-centric principle
contained in Christ and his teachings that sets the correct tone for doing church.
Following this thought, Macalalad avers that an effective Christian ministry must
enlist the assistance of non-ecclesiastical entities:
So a church who has a programme for PLHIV … is a church that walks with them. That
also justifies why … we network with organisations … what we’re telling them is that you
are already doing the work of Christ. You walk with them, you facilitate, you even provide
connections for healthcare… all we’re doing here is supporting you.

Macalalad’s designation of his church as one ‘that walks with [people]’ situates
MCCQC on a parallel plane with both God and Christ who also walk with people.
To reach out and minister to those who are marginalized due to gender, sexuality
and a medical condition as a church is to act in heartfelt response to what I call
an Emmanuel mentality, which incarnates godly accompaniment through a genuine
concern for the welfare of humanity. This mentality shatters ‘ignorance, fear and
judgmental attitudes [which] have, in some cases, made it almost impossible to carry
out prevention and educational campaign[s]’ (Longchar 2011, p. 409) on HIV. An
Emmanuel mentality shatters the pietistic illusion that ‘Emmanuel’ is just another
name for Christ. It registers an obligation for ecclesiastical authorities to act as alter
Christus (another Christ) in order to regenerate a facet of ‘kapwa cosmology [in
which] the self ceases to be when not shared with others and vice versa’ (Macaraan
2019, p. 108).
For Macalalad, doing church is a collaborative venture of human empowerment
and relational existence that deals with issues of healthcare to improve the quality of
life for LGBTIQ/PLHIV, and ‘break the grip of silence that strangles God’s mission
and ministry’ (Messer 2007, p. xiv). Macalalad’s conviction that civil society organizations also participate in the Emmanuel mentality is sealed by his belief that
they too ‘walk with [LGBTIQ/PLHIV]’. In partnership with amenable churches as
their supporters, these seemingly theologically untrained, non-ecclesiastical entities produce new forms of potent theology which draw on and nourish those at
the margins. In so doing, they also challenge claims of theological legitimacy that
are acquired through exclusionary practices. By reproducing ‘the work of Christ’,
MCCQC and its partnering grassroots organizations do not only co-opt an Emmanuel
mentality—they reproduce Christ in the twenty-first century and become Emmanuels
themselves.
Macalalad notes a greater amicability among churches towards PLHIV who are
perceived as ‘sick’ and enfolded accordingly within a convenient ministerial ambit
that provides relief for the ailing:
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Of course it’s easier to see the humanity on discussions of health, illness or poverty, but
sexuality or anything related to sexual sins, it’s very difficult for us to see, to imagine …
It’s easier to be HIV-affirming than to be LGBT-affirming, because they will view people as
sick, and people love the sick.

Topics of ‘health [and] illness’, namely HIV-related matters, as well as ‘poverty’
are cherished as potential humanitarian projects because their frequent emotionally charged displays and subsequent redresses are deemed respectable and decent.
They rarely evoke feelings of discomfort as long as they are not correlated with
disrespectable and indecent sexually related sins. This scenario allows churches to
safely gloss over real-life concerns pertaining to LGBTIQ/PLHIV. In reality, such
projections do little to foster the affirmation of those who find themselves either as
Strangers at the margins of ecclesiastical acceptance or outside its perimeters due
to the ubiquitous association between LGBTIQ and HIV. These platitudes overlook
and dismiss crucial particularities that can include, exclude or assign to ambivalence
the material realities of LGBTIQ/PLHIV and their part in doing church.
Macalalad’s rather sardonic remark that ‘people love the sick’ could likely be a
reference to his experiences of many churches that choose to circumvent the more
scandalous issues and thereby missing the core elements undergirding the actual
plights of LGBTIQ/PLHIV. The willingness for churches to minister exclusively to
PLHIV seems to insist on the latter’s desexualization, and effectively an integral
part of their ‘humanity’. I argue that doing church must underscore ‘the material
stuff of culture and the ephemera of everyday life’ (Wong 2007, p. 38) among
gendered and sexual human beings in order to recognize and address perceivably
pleasant and unpleasant issues that beset LGBTIQ/PLHIV. Otherwise, what emerges
is the antonym of pakikipagkapwa, a distorted willingness to extend kinship and
acknowledge dignity only upon the fulfilment of self-serving terms and conditions
of reputability.

Conclusion
My proposals for a praxis of doing church contend that churches need to acknowledge the value of LGBTIQ/PLHIV and their entitlement to dignity and protection,
and engage in collaborative enterprises with LGBTIQ/PLHIV and civil society organizations for the empowerment and thriving of human lives. Yet at the end of this
chapter, I find myself unearthing more limitations and questions that cannot be swiftly
resolved.
Although my hope is for these proposals to become translatable in the quest
for a wholehearted ecclesiastical affirmation of LGBTIQ/PLHIV, I have not had
the opportunity to compare differences in the perceptions of churches towards each
gender-variant and sexually diverse community, or PLHIV, or the proportions of
marginalization that each community endures. Is it likely that the ‘mercy’ of churches
is unevenly dispensed along its imagined hierarchies of gendered and sexual iniquities? Also, while I have offered thoughts on conceptualizing and executing affirming
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ways of doing church, and named churches as the necessary initiators of such endeavours, I have not suggested practical and attractive tactics to motivate churches in this
direction.
After all, if churches are emphatic that they possess the fullness of truth, there is
then little incentive for them to consider alternative configurations at the peripheries,
or even of ‘agreeing to disagree’. The iconoclastic traits of a Jewish spokesperson
who imbued pakikipagkapwa have been overtaken by ecclesiastical bureaucracy and
legalism that preserve the global credibility and survival of Christianity through discipline, order and the dynamics of inclusion and exclusion. I wonder if it is realistically
possible to segue beyond these impregnable systems of tradition and power that are
ceaselessly birthed and rebirthed.
Also, if the feasibility of absolute or unconditional hospitality depends on the
modulation of conditional hospitality as Derrida submits, and if churches are willing
to make the first move in interacting with LGBTIQ/PLHIV as I suggest, what constitutes this modulation for churches? Considering that churches and LGBTIQ/PLHIV
ordinarily regard each other with distrust, how would churches regulate conditions
that will help them pre-empt vulnerability, displacement and injury when they reach
out, while staying true to their commitment to be Christ-like? A possible route lies
in imitating Christ’s art of ‘walk[ing] with people’ as his primary condition for
extending hospitality. This methodology enabled the teacher of Nazareth to learn
about human beings and discover his calling to dismantle theological notions that
debilitate human flourishing. Still, the anxiety of the unforeseeable future persisted
for him as this strategy did not eliminate every threat to his wellbeing.
Christ believed that this unpredictability was a risk worth taking as part of his
own mandate to communicate God to his fellow human beings. I am uncertain as to
whether churches are prepared to follow suit if it means that they are embroiled in
‘radical heterogeneity’ (Derrida 2000, p. 147) vis-à-vis LGBTIQ/PLHIV for the long
haul when the option of arrogating the power of undisputed theological certitude to
themselves is much easier. It would be naïve of me to think that the earnest musings
of a Philippine church leader could miraculously erase tenacious ideologies which
have been constructed, enhanced, distributed and rejuvenated over centuries to ‘win
souls’ for a very heterosexist and cissexist Christ.
Perhaps it is an amalgamation of my unrelenting retention of Christian eschatological optimism and an informed decision to ally myself with the global trajectories
of gender and sexual justice in the twenty-first century that affords me a glimmer
of hope. Churches have adopted a deferential position in the face of human injustice throughout history but churches have also stood up and battled for the disenfranchized. Clergy, religious and laity have been silenced and denounced by ecclesiastical authorities for such courage. Some have even lost their lives at the hands of
corrupt political regimes.
My hope is sparked by such Emmanuels, those in churches and those outside
who seek to restore the native spirit of the renegade preacher of Nazareth. They
may be outnumbered, but they are resilient. It is the Emmanuels who will take
ecclesiastical authorities by the hand, reveal to them the face of radically inclusive
theology and persuade them that within an overarching ethos of looking queerly
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through the heart, the strange-Other can become less-Other and become the more-toknow who is primordially already-loved. An acrimonious history between churches
and LGBTIQ/PLHIV means that tensions and the risk of hostility from either party
are real, but so are the possibilities of realizing a respectful appreciation of difference,
a just democratization of interiority and a concrete and sustainable establishment of
human connections that bespeak a truer praxis of doing church in Southeast Asia for
all.
Dedication To the memory of Pastor Edgar Constantino, MCC Makati.
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Chapter 14

LGBT Equality and Thai Marriage
Douglas Sanders

Equality in Human Rights Law
Over two centuries the idea of ‘human rights’ has promised emancipation to individuals and groups denied equality on grounds of race, sex and sexual orientation (in
that order). In each case, the campaigns faced strong resistance, very slow progress
and the fleeting hope for broad social change.
The campaigns against slavery were the first great test of equality rights in international law. Slavery functioned on racist lines. It provided labour for the great
plantations. Did ending discrimination on grounds of race have broader implications
for social change? The campaigns discredited rationales for colonialism, leading the
UN to decree the unconditional ending of formal colonialism in 1960, when the tide
had already turned.1 Offending states could be named, for the first time in UN practice, because of the racist apartheid system in South Africa.2 The race convention of
1965 was the first UN human rights treaty with some monitoring capacity, a major
innovation at the time. It allowed, but did not require, affirmative action to speed the
gaining of economic and social equality. The hope was that the state would be active,
not passive, in working to raise racial (and ethnic) subclasses.3
1 Decolonization was not yet on an international rights agenda at the time of the UN Charter.
It became a principle of international law through a declaration of the General Assembly of the
United Nations in 1960, which said that colonial powers could no longer justify continuing control
on grounds of the underdevelopment of colonized peoples (a defense of colonialism which attempted
to be non-racist).
2 The Sharpeville massacre of March 21, 1960, led to the first naming. The day is commemorated
by UNESCO yearly as the International Day for the Elimination of Racial Discrimination. Great
power competition for influence in Africa meant priority attention to racism at the UN.
3 The race convention applied to racial, ethnic and descent-based groupings.
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The campaigns for equal voting rights for women were the first great test for equal
legal rights on the basis of sex. The women’s convention in 1979 called for changes
in socially constructed sex roles. The women’s convention has the strongest call
for broad culture change found in any major UN document. In advanced economies
women increasingly participate in the formal economy and outnumber men in higher
education. No female has yet become Secretary General of the United Nations or a
modern head of government in China, Russia or the United States.
Equality on grounds of race and sex was written into the UN Charter and the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights. There was, of course, no mention of sexual
orientation or gender identity.
The campaigns against criminal laws prohibiting male-male sexual acts were the
first great test of equal rights on the basis of sexual orientation. At the time of the
establishment of the United Nations, such laws, religious in origin, existed in half the
world. In 40 countries they covered women as well. Such laws are now condemned
as violations of international human rights law.4 The first Human Rights Council
resolution to broadly condemn violence and discrimination on grounds of sexual
orientation and gender identity and expression (SOGIE) came in 2011.5 The issues
are proceeding in a regular UN manner, first with studies (two by the Office of
the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights), a programme with publications
and videos, then the appointment of an independent expert to assess violence and
discrimination on SOGIE grounds. There is a UN LGBTI Core Group, established
in 2008, bringing together thirty or more states.6 The UN remains sharply divided
on these issues, with opponents arguing conservative social and religious values to
justify discrimination. On issues of race and sex, such arguments are not tolerated.
The UN now plays a promotional role. Secretary General Ban Ki-moon met
with the head of government in Malawi, who then released two prisoners whose
same-sex ‘marriage’ had led to imprisonment and international publicity. Aid conditionality became a possible policy, suggested at one point by UK Prime Minister
David Cameron. The World Bank suspended a loan to Uganda over government
moves to increase penalties for homosexual acts, including the possibility of the
death sentence.7 The legislation was dropped. Questions on anti-homosexual and
4 Seventy

countries have such laws, as of the end of 2019. The death penalty is legally possible in
twelve: Afghanistan, Brunei, Iran, Mauritania, Nigeria (some northern states), Pakistan, Qatar, Saudi
Arabia, Somalia, Sudan, United Arab Emirates and Yemen. We can recall that the death penalty
was prescribed in Leviticus, and was part of Jewish and Christian criminal laws. It remained a
punishment in Britain until 1860. Such laws were condemned in the United Nations system first
by extending the equality promise in the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights in
the Toonen v Australia decision of the Human Rights Committee in 1994. The first decision of
a political body in the UN system condemning discrimination and violence on grounds of sexual
orientation and gender identity came in the Human Rights Council in 2011.
5 See United Nations, Born Free and Equal: Sexual Orientation, Gender Identity and Sex
Characteristics in International Human Rights Law, Second Edition, New York and Geneva,
2019.
6 See unlgbticoregroup.org. Current co-chairs are Argentina and the Netherlands.
7 J. Lester Feder, The US hasn’t only stopped defending LGBTQ rights around the world, BuzzFeed
News, December 28, 2019.
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anti-trans laws are regularly raised in the UN Universal Periodic Review process,
which applies to all member states.
The most highly visible time when SOGI rights were placed in the longer emancipator history was when Hillary Clinton, Secretary of State in the administration
of US President Barrack Obama, declared, at the UN, that ‘gay rights are human
rights, and human rights are gay rights’.8 She was deliberately echoing her own
keynote address, given at the UN Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing,
September 5, 1995, that ‘human rights are women’s rights and women’s rights are
human rights’.
Clinton formally launched LGBTI rights advocacy in US foreign policy. The US
appointed a special ambassador on LGBTI rights. The US Agency for International
Development funded the Being LGBTI in Asia (BLIA) campaign, run by the United
Nations Development Program. That initiative undertook research, consulting and
advocacy roles in Cambodia, China, Indonesia, Mongolia, Nepal, Philippines, Thailand and Vietnam, in each case with host government support. Sweden joined as
a funder. Earlier pioneering international support programmes by the Netherlands
continued. Under President Donald Trump the US pulled back on international advocacy, withdrew from the Human Rights Council and limited itself to an international
campaign for decriminalization.
In ASEAN today, four countries retain British colonial era criminal law prohibitions of same-sex sexual activity. They are Brunei, Malaysia, Myanmar and Singapore.9 No significant political figure in these four countries publicly supports decriminalization.10 In two countries, Indonesia and Malaysia, there are recent accounts
of police actions (raids, arrests, prosecutions). Those incidents are not part of any
systematic ongoing campaigns of enforcement. In only one country is there a national
law prohibiting discrimination on grounds of sex, sexual orientation and gender
identity (Thailand).
Most gays and lesbians remain invisible in the region. There are almost no wellknown political, business, religious or entertainment figures who are ‘out’ as lesbian,
gay, bisexual or transgender. In national legislatures in Asia, as 2020 begins, there is
one out figure in both Japan and the Philippines, and four in Thailand.
There seems a logical sequence of reform: (a) decriminalize, (b) prohibit discrimination (particularly in employment) and (c) recognize same-sex relationships in
ways parallel to those of married heterosexual couples. As well, the identity of trans
individuals needs to be supported.
This paper jumps ahead to examine the process in Thailand of working towards
legal recognition of same-sex relationships, providing some or all of the rights and
obligations that are attached to heterosexual marriage.
8 The

statement came in a speech at the UN on Human Rights Day, December 7, 2011, physically
at the UN (though not in any UN convened meeting) and backed by a number of activists from
different countries flown in for the event.
9 Brunei and Malaysia also have prohibitions in systems of Islamic Sharia law that run separately
from British origin criminal laws.
10 The exception would be Tommy Koh, a senior political figure in Singapore, now retired, who no
longer holds any official position in government or the ruling party.
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The Same-Sex Marriage Issue
Opening marriage to same-sex couples is the most visible current LGBTI equal
rights claim internationally. There is volatile opposition in many countries. Thirty
jurisdictions have opened their marriage laws, essentially those that are in the UN’s
Western and Latin American groups:
Argentina, Australia, Austria, Belgium, Brazil, Canada, Colombia,
Denmark, Ecuador, Finland, France, Germany, Iceland, Ireland, Israel (for
foreign marriages), Luxembourg, Malta, Mexico, Netherlands, New Zealand,
Norway, Portugal, South Africa, Spain, Sweden, Taiwan, United Kingdom,
United States (with the exception of American Samoa) and Uruguay.11
Note the two outliers—South Africa and Taiwan. Note two opposition groupings within the UN system: (1) sub-Saharan Africa (with one exception) and (2)
the member states of the Organization for Islamic Cooperation (including Brunei,
Indonesia and Malaysia).12
The campaign for equal access to legal marriage is, rather obviously, or deceptively, a simple claim to equal treatment. The claim is substantially different from
previous LGBTI issues in presenting individuals not as victims of harsh criminal
laws or of employment discrimination, but as loving couples, committed to each
other and increasingly raising children. There is talk of ‘homonormativity’—where
LGBTI seek to fit into modern social and economic roles, with same-sex attraction no
more remarkable than left-handedness, red hair or an unusual family name (Obergefell and Buttigieg, the leading US examples). Those seeking broad social change
have to look elsewhere for their campaigns.

What About Asia?
In Asia the jurisdiction with the greatest investment in promoting its achievements
in democracy and human rights, nationally and internationally, has been Taiwan. It
is denied international recognition by China’s claim to the island. Taiwan also has
stronger social and political links to the United States than any other part of Asia.
The 2017 decision of the Taiwan Constitutional Court, mandating equal marriage
rights, uses the language of the 2015 US Supreme Court decision. Equal marriage
in Taiwan was both a response to domestic campaigns and an international strategy.
Reform served two goals.
A second place in Asia with a great investment in promoting its achievements
in upholding the rule of law and human rights is Hong Kong. The British colonial
11 Some 40 places have registration systems giving some or all of the rights and obligations of
marriage to same-sex couples. No jurisdictions in Asia have registration systems open to same-sex
couples that deliver specified rights.
12 Eastern Europe is now divided, with Russia leading only some other states in opposition. Also
generally in opposition are the small island states in the Caribbean and the Pacific.
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legal system, with judicial independence, was seen as a social and economic asset
for the city, and was to be preserved after reversion to China. Institutionalized legal
support for human rights was arguably not in fact a part of the British legacy, but
was created by (a) the enactment of a Hong Kong bill of rights, modeled on the
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), which applied to
Hong Kong as a British territory (but not, at that time, to the mainland), and (2) a
provision in the Basic Law that it was Hong Kong that would have the legislative
jurisdiction to implement the ICCPR after reversion. In advance of reversion, the
colonial era anti-homosexual criminal law was repealed (the only example of such
legislative repeal in Asia).13 After reversion, Hong Kong courts (a) struck down a
higher age of consent for same-sex acts, (b) equalized the law on what is a “public
place” in the context of sexual acts, (c) recognized the changed “sex” of a transgender
woman, allowing marriage as a woman, (d) recognized a same-sex relationship for
immigration purposes and (e) recognized a same-sex relationship for spousal benefits
for the foreign partner of a Hong Kong civil servant. More LGBTI rights cases are
presently being heard in the Hong Kong SAR. The legislative branch is inactive.14
China took steps to indicate support for human rights in its campaign for membership in the World Trade Organization. It placed ‘human rights’ in its constitution. It signed the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. Cases on
LGBTI rights have been heard in Chinese courts, with some limited successes. Equal
marriage was rejected in a case in Hunan province. Some LGBTI NGOs are allowed
to function and gay or gay-friendly business venues, such as bars and restaurants,
exist in larger cities. No pride parades.
In 2018 the Indian Supreme Court struck down the colonial era anti-homosexual
criminal law that successive governments had left in place, but were not enforcing.
There are pride parades. Nothing yet on relationships.
From early 2016, anti-homosexual rhetoric accelerated in Indonesia, coming
from politicians, educators, medical societies and religious groupings. Threats to
criminalize same-sex acts were stated and restated, blocked, it seems, only by the
dysfunctional character of the legislative process.
In 2019 the tiny, oil rich, Malay Islamic Sultanate of Brunei, a dot on the north
coast of the island of Borneo, brought into force the final part of its new Sharia
(Islamic) penal code. Stoning to death was a possible punishment for homosexual
acts. When their intentions were first announced a few years earlier, there had been
international protests, and calls by celebrities for the boycott of luxury hotels owned
by Brunei in Europe and the United States. Those calls were revived and the Sultan
quickly said that the death penalty would not be imposed, but left it on the books.
Over many years, no prosecutions for adult consenting homosexual activity have
been reported in Brunei, either using the colonial era British criminal law or Sharia
13 Singapore repealed section 377, the ‘carnal intercourse against the order of nature’ provision from

the Indian Penal Code of 1860 (because it could apply to heterosexuals), but retained the colonial
era offence of acts of ‘gross indecency’ between men.
14 See SaiPradham, Equality watchdog chief’s words on same-sex marriage point to inaction and
deference to discrimination, Hong Kong Free Press, January 1, 2019.
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law. In contrast, a Malaysian state in 2019 canned two women for lesbian sex, a
punishment condemned by Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir Mohammed.
In Japan the opposition Constitutional Democratic Party supports LGBTI rights.
The governing Liberal Democratic Party is not interested. There are bars, magazines
and pride parades.
So what about Thailand?

The Special Case of Thailand
Thailand is generally seen as more relaxed on matters of sex and gender diversity
than other parts of Asia. There are no criminal prohibitions. Gay venues, publications
and films have been able to flourish. This has been true under civilian and military
governments. Police do not trouble gay bars, even those whose ‘hosts’ or dancers are
available for short time sexual liaisons. Thai Buddhism shows little to no concern.
Problems that individuals face are usually with birth families. Most lesbians and gays
are not ‘out’ to family, relatives or work colleagues. Intrusive questioning, even by
parents, is avoided, giving some private space. There is not the pressure to marry
that exists in Confucian and Islamic influenced areas or in South Asia. But children
usually live with birth parents until they get married.
Thailand introduced a new constitution in 1997 (a) with enhanced human rights
provisions, (b) a new constitutional court (signaling new possibilities of judicial
review) and (c) a new national human rights commission. There was no apparent
lobbying on LGBTI issues in the drafting process. The new constitution was supposed
to mark the ending of political instability and military coups. In that it failed,
with subsequent military governments in 2006–2007 and 2014–2019. Yet the 1997
constitution laid some groundwork for a new politics of ‘human rights’ in the
Kingdom.
The National Human Rights Commission, established under the 1997 constitution, became a champion of LGBTI rights through the untiring work of Naiyana
Supapung, a lawyer with a background in women’s equality work. From her first
days as a commissioner she supported LGBTI rights. She was careful to include in
events at least one other commissioner, to counter the appearance, and largely the
reality, that she was acting on her own initiative. In each subsequent commission, an
individual commissioner has had specific responsibility for LGBTI issues, and has
actively and publicity supported initiatives. In 2007 the commission published a 196
page report, Human Rights of Lesbians, Gays, Bisexuals, Transgender and Intersex
People.15

15 The

report is in Thai, but included, in English, a twenty page report by the present author on the
recognition of LGBTI rights in various constitutions and in the interpretations of the UN International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. The influence of the Commission on government
policy has been limited.
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After the military coup of 2006, a special drafting commission was created to
make changes to the 1997 constitution. There were public hearings. Commissioner
Naiyana made sure that LGBT were represented at each of the hearings. In the final
sessions, in which the new constitutional provisions were debated, there were three
votes on expanding the equality provision to specifically apply to LGBT individuals.
No words were added, but an official ‘intentions’ document explained that, in the view
of the drafting assembly, the Thai term ‘phet’ in the equality clause (usually translated
either as ‘sex’ or ‘gender’) already included persons of ‘diverse sexualities’. This
interpretation was accepted in two Administrative Court decisions, ordering equal
participation of transgender women in parades and festivals organized by the province
of Chiang Mai.16 There followed the drafting and enactment of the Gender Equality
Act, which became law under the military government installed after the 2014 coup.
Naiyana Supapung and the National Human Rights Commission were vital
in other matters. One was the incorporation of Rainbow Sky Association. Until
that time, LGBT activist organizations were able to function, but were not registered or incorporated. Rainbow Sky was a gay-run health organization, focused on
HIV/AIDS, with a LGBT human rights advocacy agenda. The Thai incorporation
system posed problems. Getting it incorporated required drafting a mandate that
avoided references to human rights and sexuality. Rainbow Sky went on to play a
key role on the issue of relationship recognition.

Recognizing Relationships
After the period of the first mandate of the National Human Rights Commission
the issue of legal recognition of same-sex relationships gradually became the leading
LGBTI issue in Thailand.
In September, 2011, the National Human Rights Commission funded a three
day National Consultation on Partnership Rights. The event was organized by the
Foundation for SOGI Rights and Justice (FOR-SOGI) and the Sexual Diversity
Network, two national Thai LGBTI organizations.17 Break-out groups of activists and
community representatives discussed the range of rights that they were denied by the
lack of legal recognition of their relationships. A panel of three experts talked about
marriage law in Thailand and the recognition of relationships in other countries. The
concluding statement called on the National Human Rights Commission to advocate
for full ‘partnership-related rights’, including the ‘right to register a marriage, and
other rights ensuing from such registration’.18

16 Douglas Sanders, The Rainbow Lobby: The Sexual Diversity Network and the Military-Installed
Government in Thailand, in Peter Jackson, Queer Bangkok, University of Hong Kong Press, 2011,
229–250.
17 Neither organization had offices or paid staff.
18 NHRC will support gay marriage rights, The Nation (Bangkok), September 5, 2011.
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On January 7, 2012, two men held a wedding ceremony in Trang province in the
south of Thailand, in front of their parents and 200 guests. They had met on Facebook.
Media covered the event. The couple and their parents smiled at the world in a colour
photograph on the front page of The Nation, a major Thai English language businessoriented daily.19 This was not the first same-sex marriage event in Thailand, and not
the first to be reported in Thai media. But it gained more attention than any in the
past.
In August, 2012, long-time Thai gay activist Natee Theerarojanapong and his
partner were refused registration of their marriage at the government office in Chiang
Mai in northern Thailand.20 His petition to the Administrative Court to take up the
issue was rejected. Natee took the issue to the National Human Rights Commission,
asking it to initiate proceedings in the Constitutional Court. Dr. Tairjing Siripanich,
the commissioner responsible for LGBTI issues, accepted the complaint, and actively
supported the cause.21 He said there were three possible strategies: (a) seeking a
change in the existing marriage law, found in the Civil and Commercial Code (CCC),
(b) a separate law, creating a new system of civil unions/registered partnerships or
(c) a Constitutional Court reference.22 He thought the best strategy was to seek a
separate registration law.
The issue was quickly taken up by the Committee on Legal Affairs, Justice and
Human Rights of the Thai parliament. How exactly that was arranged is not known.
The move was not endorsed by the government or any political party. It seems leading
political figures were willing to ‘fly a kite’, that is allow attention to a particular issue,
to test public opinion, with full options to later pick up or ignore the matter.
The Committee was chaired by a member of parliament for the then governing
Pheu Thai Party. Committee member Wirat Kalayasiri, the head of the opposition Democrat Party working group on legal affairs, was responsible for drafting
(effectively becoming the real chair of the committee).

19 Trifa Saekhow, Facebook friendship blossoms into gay marriage in Trang, The Nation (Bangkok)
January 8, 2012, 1A. And see Ziri Sutprasert, Gay love goes public, The Nation, October 26, 2012,
2B. There was no attempt to gain legal recognition of the marriage by registration under the Civil
and Commercial Code.
20 Chaiyot Yongcharoenchai, The two faces of Thai tolerance, Bangkok Post Spectrum, September
8–14, 2013, 6.
21 Out in Thailand (magazine), November, 2012, 16; Anna Leach, Thai government drafting samesex civil partnership law, GayStarNews, December 17, 2012. Dr. Tairjing flew to Mexico City in
October, 2014, to support the bid by Bangkok NGOs to host the 2016 world conference of the
International Lesbian and Gay Association. With his help Bangkok won. He identified two goals
for his term as commissioner, one was a relationship law.
22 A constitutional court hearing was seen as the ‘riskiest’ alternative, and seems never to have been
seriously considered, apart from Natee. The court has no record of adjudicating issues of human
rights or equality. Kittinun Daramadhaj, head of Rainbow Sky Association is quoted as calling
a constitutional court case the riskiest alternative in his presentation on a panel discussion at the
Foreign Correspondent’s Club: see Pratch Rujivanarom, Activists fight for marriage equality on
three fronts, The Nation, December 5, 2018, 5A.
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Support work came from the Rights and Liberties Protection Department in the
Ministry of Justice. The RLPD describes itself as ‘the LGBT friendly’ presence
within the government.23 The ‘vision’ of the RLPD is stated on its website:
Central agency that is responsible for administrating and protecting rights,
liberties and human rights in accordance with the international standards and
in a sustainable manner.24
Kerchoke Kasamwongjit, Deputy Director General of the Rights and Liberties
Protection Department said his sexuality was questioned on the first day he reported
for service.
On the first day of my government civil service life, I was summoned to meet
with the boss. He asked me whether I was a katoey (transsexual). During that
time, Thai people didn’t know the difference between a gay person and a trans
person. The boss had been trying to fire me even since because he knew that I
was gay. So I have been fighting for a very long time until I am what I am today.
And I haven’t got any promotion for a very long time already because I am a
spearhead of this Civil Union Law.
Over time, the Department has been persistent in promoting legal recognition of
same-sex relationships. Kerchoke seems to have been the prime mover in the process.
The parliamentary committee named three representatives of Thai LGBT organizations to assist in its work.25 Five official legislative committee hearings were
held in different parts of the country.26 The work was treated as a ‘citizens initiative’
project. Getting a draft law into the legislative process, in the absence of government
or party support, required the backing of 20 individual members of parliament or
10,000 signatures on a ‘citizens initiative’. It seemed only the last would be possible,
given conservative reluctance by most parliamentarians. Even Wirat at times seemed
uncomfortable in his advocacy.27 It was a clearly marginal political undertaking.
Anjana Suvarnananda, a member of the advisory committee representing the
Anjaree group, proposed amendments to the Civil and Commercial Code (CCC), to
make its references on marriage gender neutral, referring to ‘persons’ not to ‘men
23 Nareeluc Pairchaiyapoom, Director of the International Human Rights Division within the RLPD,
so described the unit in a public presentation in Bangkok organized by the OUT BKK Business
Network, February 21, 2019. She stated that this description had been initiated by the previous head
of the unit.
24 See www.rlpd.go.th.
25 The organizations were Anjaree, FOR-SOGI and Bangkok Rainbow. Natee lived in Chiang Mai
and did not represent a functioning organization.
26 The present writer attended the hearing in Hat Yai, near the border with Malaysia, held at a
secretarial college. Most of the people in attendance were students of the college, completing a
course assignment. Community representatives might have been ten or twelve individuals. As an
event to gain local sentiment on the issue, it was obviously inadequate.
27 He often seemed uncomfortable with his role on the LGBTI committee, noting that some had
questioned his reasons for an interest in the issue, and more than once saying he had been jokingly
asked if he didn’t fear being struck by lightning. At one point he talked about having an expert
medical panel to certify that same-sex couples were actually homosexual couples. At another point
he questioned who would be considered the wife and who the husband, as if they were using Civil
Code provisions.
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and women’. This was rejected by the chief of the legal section for the Department
of Women’s Affairs and Family Development (Ministry of Social Development and
Human Security).28
Wirat and the RLPD promised a civil partnership law that would extend all
the rights and obligations of marriage to same-sex couples through a registration
system.29
Wirat Kalayasiri, deputy chairman of the committee and Democrat MP
for Songkhla, said gay couples would be eligible for all the same benefits as
heterosexual couples if the bill becomes law.30
Naras Savestanam, director general of the RLPD confirmed that same-sex couples
would have the same rights and benefits as heterosexual couples.31
In spite of the promises of equal rights, there were clear inequalities and gaps in
the early draft. The age of eligibility to register a civil union would be 20, the voting
age, rather than 17, the age for legal marriage. There were no express provisions
in relation to children (custody, adoption, fertility services or surrogacy). Spousal
benefits and tax arrangements were unclear.
There were some demonstrations. Media reported same-sex couples publicly
applying to register marriages in Bangkok and Chiang Mai on Valentine’s Day, 2013,
as a visible form of protest.32 To give the issue a human face, media interviewed
couples—four couples in BK Magazine and four in the leading English language
newspaper, the Bangkok Post.33
The final public hearing of the parliamentary committee, held in the legislative
building in Bangkok on April 19, 2013, was dramatic. Media were there, including
Channels 3 and 7. Seven television cameras hovered around.
In a panel presentation, Kerdchoke identified himself as gay (a very un-Thai
public self-outing by a government official), and spoke of his commitment to move
the issue forward. He noted developments at the UN. He told the committee of
the June, 2011, UN Human Rights Council resolution condemning violence and
28 Chawinroj Terapachalaphon, Marriage equality for LGBTIQ in Thailand: The legislation, the
movement and the political agendas, paper presented at the 2015 ILGA Asia Conference, Taipei,
Taiwan, November, 2015, 5 (copy in possession of the author).
29 In parts of the West, rights on registration were fully equivalent to those of heterosexual married
couples. The pioneering registration law, in force in Denmark in 1989, only omitted adoption rights
and the right to be married in the state church. Those limitations were later ended. One partner had
to be a citizen or permanent resident.
30 Lamphai Intathep, Hundreds back civil unions for gay couples, Bangkok Post, February 9, 2013.
31 Warangkana Chomchuen, Thailand considers civil partnerships, Wall Street Journal, September
20–22, 2013, 3; Piyanut Tumnukasetchai, Same-sex marriage on the horizon, The Nation (Bangkok),
September 19, 2013.
32 Gay couples seek right to get married, The Nation (Bangkok), February 15, 2013, 3A; Paritta
Wangkiat, Same-sex activists draft their own bill for change, Bangkok Post, February 15, 2013, 2
(with a photograph of the activist demonstration at Bang Rak district office on Valentine’s day, with
a couple seeking registration).
33 Monruedee Jansuttipan, Gay Marriage in Thailand: What LGBTS want, BK Magazine, online,
February 7, 2013; Yanapon Musiket, Patipat Janthong, Legalising love, Bangkok Post, Life, March
26, 2013, 1.
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discrimination on grounds of sexual orientation and gender identity. The resolution
authorized a study by the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights,
followed by regional intergovernmental consultations. Kerdchoke spoke of the official Asia-Pacific regional consultation, organized by the government of Nepal, and
the concluding world consultation in Norway.34 Few people in Thailand would have
been aware of these UN developments (both at the time and since).
The star performer at the 2013 committee hearing was Natee Theerarojanapong,
the pioneering activist, whose application for marriage registration had sparked the
legislative drafting process.35 He presented what he said were 3,000 signatures
supporting the committee draft.36 These, he said, had been gathered in the north,
his home area. He called on others to complete the process of gathering signatures to
get the bill into the legislature. It was said that a bill could go to the Thai parliament
in August.
At the hearing, the draft bill was supported by Dr. Tairjing Siripanich of the
National Human Rights Commission and Nicholas Booth of the UN Development
Program (which was actively backing LGBTI rights in Asia). Booth quoted support
for LGBTI rights by UN Secretary General Ban Ki-moon, who called LGBTI rights
‘one of the great neglected human rights issues of our time’. Booth noted that 13
countries now had equal marriage, and that moves in France and Britain would soon
make the number 15. Many other states had registration systems with substantive
rights.
But there was dissent. Sixteen member organizations of the Sexual Diversity
Network endorsed a statement criticizing the draft. The speaker was Danai Linjongrat of Rainbow Sky Association, by then the leading Thai, gay-run, health and
rights organization. Standing with him was Anjana Suvarnananda, pioneer activist
and founder of the lesbian group Anjaree (and one of the advisers to the parliamentary committee). The statement began by praising the Parliamentary Committee for
‘momentous legal progress…’ It wanted ‘equal and comprehensive legal rights for
partnerships and families of every gender…’ Specific points were (1) the lack of
provisions on children, (2) the unequal age of consent for partnership compared to
marriage, (3) no commitment to the same procedures as for marriage and (4) concern
with the application of other laws that now would need to be brought into compliance
with the new system.
One set of Thai activists was grouped around Natee. A second group stood with
Danai and Anjana. Over time, Anjana has generally promoted amendment to the
marriage provisions in the Civil and Commercial Code (CCC), not a separate registration system. But in the April 19 statement by the Network she accepted the
34 Kerdchoke continued to be the key activist within the government pushing reform. He frequently
issued statements or press releases that did not include any express endorsement by his minister or
other government officials. He predicted time lines that always failed to be realized. It was a long,
frustrating campaign on his part.
35 Natee was often a polarizing figure, without any real organizational base. He was skillful at media
coverage and probably was responsible for alerting the television channels and print reporters.
36 Media reports varied as to whether it was 3,000, 4,000 or 5,000 signatures.
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civil partnership system and proposed reforms of the draft registration bill.37 While
the Sexual Diversity Network statement was polite, the committee hearing event
became confrontational. Tairjing, Wirat and Kerdchoke had, it seems, not anticipated
acrimonious public divisions among LGBT representatives.
Nevertheless, in September, 2013, the Director General of the RLPD said the
same-sex civil union bill would be tabled in the parliament.
“The rights cover tax benefits, pension benefits and more,” he said, adding
that once this bill takes effect, the civil union of same-sex couples would legally
equal the registered marriage of men and women.38
He called for the collection of signatures so the bill could be debated.
There needed to be consultations with various government departments before a
final draft bill could move forward. This broke into two separate drafting processes,
reflecting divisions within LGBTI groupings, and support from separate state institutions—the Rights and Liberties Protection Department, on the one hand, and
the Law Reform Commission, on the other. With the military coup of 2014 both
processes came to an end. Neither had produced a final draft.
With the military back in power, government legal resources were transferred to
work on redrafting the constitution and then writing ‘organic’ laws to support the
new constitutional system. The projects to draft a registration law had never had high
level political endorsement or real visibility. Both processes died without a whimper.
No one protested. FOR-SOGI, the organization backing the second drafting project,
rejected the idea of lobbying the military installed government (seeing it as illegitimate). No one expected the new military government to stay in office for five years.
But it did. Demonstrations were banned, as were public meetings of more than five
people. Political and social activism was curtailed.
Memories of the stalled processes were jogged in 2017 by an online petition,
backed by almost 60,000 supporters. It urged passage of the partnership bill. The
petition was presented to the Ministry of Justice at an event marking the International
Day against Homophobia and Transphobia, held at the Bangkok Art and Culture
Center, May 17, 2017. This prompted the Ministry of Justice to say it would ‘revive’
the bill.39
The next month saw a panel discussion at the Alliance Francaise, diplomatically
prodding the government.40 Anticha Sangchai, a bisexual raising a child with her
same-sex partner, spoke of ensuring that children had ‘legitimate parents’ recognized
in law. Kittinun (Danny) Daramadhaj, head of Rainbow Sky Association, described
the present RLPD draft as a ‘milestone’, but, at the same time, ‘just another step’
towards the amendment of the Civil and Commercial Code.
37 Copies

of the Thai and English language versions of the Sexual Diversity Network statement are
in the possession of the author.
38 Piyanut Tumnukasetchai, Same-sex marriage on horizon, The Nation (Bangkok), September 14,
2013; King-Oua Laohong, Justice dept seeks to stamp out torture, Bangkok Post, September 19,
2013, 4.
39 Prangthong Jitcharoenkul, Ministry to revive gay rights bill, Bangkok Post, May 30, 2017, 4.
40 Civil Partnership and Beyond: Prospectives of LGBTI Rights in Thailand, Alliance Francaise,
June 28, 2017. This document, in possession of the author, gives the texts of the various presentations.
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Kerdchoke said the goal was full, equal marriage, but there were problems. He
said that the drafting committee had talked a lot about issues relating to children.
But if adoption was included in the law, he said, it could kill the initiative, because
‘a wide range of stakeholders’ would become concerned, including social workers,
psychologists and educators.
That is why we excluded this section of the law for now. We want everything,
but we also want to see this law through. … We looked the laws of other countries
as well and we could see that other countries also start from little by little. …
Then they continue to develop further until you see some laws of some developed
countries these days.41
He urged support for the existing draft. Once it was in the legislative body it would
be possible to expand its coverage—but it had to get there first.
When they had presented their second draft to the government they were told
…that some of the issues in the law are too much for the Thai society at the
moment such as the issues about government financing (government civil service
benefit for the same-sex spouses) that would make it more difficult that get this
law passed. That’s why we need to exclude government civil service benefit of
the same sex spouse off this law for now…

A New Strategy
At a certain point, Kerdchoke Kasamwongjit and the RLPD publicly announced a
‘new strategy’, an express cutting back of coverage. This reflected the compromises
that had imposed on the drafters by financial and strategic considerations. The new
draft would handle ‘asset management of same-sex life partners, and avoid largescale impacts and the need to amend multiple laws…’42 This modest reform would
be a ‘first step’. The Nation article on the new strategy was a front page feature. It
included two personal stories (one of a twenty year relationship, another of a denial
of access to a partner in a coma in intensive care).43 These stories supported much
wider rights than were now being proposed.
41 To assist the RLPD, a comparative study of experience in other countries was commissioned by
the UNDP and carried out by a lecturer at Thammasat University, Akawat Laowonsiri, It has been
referred to publicly by representatives of the RLPD as giving a basis for a ‘step by step’ approach.
It is described in Pratch Rujivanarom, Experts say Thailand not ready for same-sex marriage,
but partnership recognition likely, The Nation (Bangkok) May 5, 2018, 1A. And see Kevin Hsu,
Thailand advances groundbreaking partnership law ahead of Taiwan, Ketagalan Media, January 24,
2019.
42 New law to pave way for same-sex partnerships, The Nation (Bangkok), April 25, 2018, 1A. This
news story has a highly promotional style. It says proponents saw the bill as ‘the first important step
towards legal same-sex marriage in Thailand in the future’. Since the story is about the announcement
of a ‘new law’, there would have been little time for proponents to react. Instead what is being
described is clearly the view of the drafters. The story ends with a sceptical comment by Naiyana
Supapueng.
43 New law to pave way for same-sex partnerships, The Nation (Bangkok), 2018, April 25, 1A.
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Kerchoke stated that the proposed law followed a ‘French model’, in that it
provided for registered civil partnerships, and could be followed later by opening
marriage.44 The French registration law had offered the least rights of any of the
European registration systems. A news report commented.
The bill is modeled after a similar French law that allows couples – same-sex
and otherwise – tax and pension rights. A draft has been unofficially released
online, with strong emphasis on financial aspects of the relationship. It does not
mention anything about adoption or the rights to establish one’s family. …
“To put it bluntly, this current draft looks more like a contract for a financial transaction. It has nothing to do with rights, or establishing a family, or
for equality and protection of LGBTI people whatsoever,” said gender activist
Chumaporn Taengkliang.45
The ‘new strategy’ of limited rights was actually forced on the RLPD by (a)
demands from other government departments, (b) anxieties about possible opposition
from stakeholders and (c) assumptions of likely resistance by legislators. Activists
were told by Wirat and Kerdchoke not to be ‘greedy’—don’t ask for too much at
once (or you will get nothing). That advice sounded patronizing, particularly coming
from figures who had earlier promised full equality.
The new strategy was not promoted as a balanced and reasonable response to the
situation of same-sex couples. The RLPD insisted that the ultimate goal was actually
full Civil Code marriage, but it was necessary to proceed slowly, step-by-step. France
was held out as a model of this strategy. Years after the French civil registration law,
marriage was opened, and later non-discriminatory adoption rules were put in place.
Equal rights to in vitro fertilization were proposed in a government bill in 2019.
It was totally unprecedented elsewhere for the promoters of a civil unions or registration law to proclaim that it was a first step to the opening of full legal marriage
to same-sex couples. Opponents in other countries regularly expressed their fear
that even a limited registration law was a step that would take us to the edge of a
‘slippery slope’ and would lead, inevitably, to equal marriage. One US politician
memorably warned that ‘this train will not terminate service at this station’. Opposition even to decriminalization of same-sex acts in the US Supreme Court had foreseen
the implications that an equality argument for decriminalization had for a claim to
equal marriage. US Supreme Court Justice Scalia dissented, upholding a criminal
prohibition of male-male sexual acts.
Today’s opinion dismantles the structure of constitutional law that has
permitted a distinction to be made between heterosexual and homosexual
unions. … This case ‘does not involve’ the issue of homosexual marriage [as
the majority judgment says] only if one entertains the belief that principle and
logic have nothing to do with the decisions of this Court.

44 King-Oua Laohong, Same-sex civil partnerships law hoped for end of year, Bangkok Post, May
5, 2018, 1. Citing a ‘French model’ was quite legitimating, at least for some, as Thai law drew
heavily on French codes and constitutional provisions (as we see with the Council of State).
45 Melalin Mahavongtrakul, Paradise or Paradox? Bangkok Post, Life, May 15, 2018, 1.
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Those who feared sliding down the slippery slope opposed taking any first step
(which might be decriminalization or a registration law). Singapore, for example,
retains a criminal prohibition which stifles any possibility of arguing for marriage,
even as the prime minister assures critics that the criminal law will not be seriously
enforced.
The refusal to consider equal adoption rights, for strategic or other reasons,
is stigmatizing. Mr. Justice Kennedy, who wrote the lead judgement in the US
Supreme Court on marriage equality, was swayed, he said, by a realization that
over 100,000 children were already living with same-sex parents. Those children, he
said, were being denied equal protection by a ban on same-sex marriage.46 Professor
Russell Robinson commented that the US Supreme Court decision ‘seems to place
childrearing same-sex couples … at the core of the constitutional right’.47
It was in the familiar family role of a couple raising children that same-sex couples
could be most easily seen as equally worthy, equally legitimate. Procreation had
frequently been held out as a non-homophobic argument against recognizing samesex marriage. Harvard Professor Mary Ann Glendon wrote:
…what same-sex marriage advocates have tried to present as a civil rights
issue is really a bid for special preferences of the type of our society gives to
married couples for the very good reason that most of them are raising or have
raised children.48
Now many same-sex couples were raising children. Over a hundred thousand
children, said Justice Kennedy. The difference between heterosexual and same-sex
couples was no longer about raising children.
It was not clear whether there was political support in the military government
even for the new limited rights/first step strategy. Announcements again came from
within the RLPD, not citing the Minister or any cabinet decisions. The first time the
Minister of Justice expressed support for the registration law was in July, 2018, in a
panel organized by the Canadian Embassy.
On June 29, 2018, FOR-SOGI announced a change in strategy. It saw its advocacy of an alternative registration law as having come to a standstill. Gathering
signatures for a citizens’ initiative had not been possible under the military government. Additionally, the research study of Chawinroj Terapachalaphon had shown
how to introduce gender neutral language in the marriage sections of the Civil and
Commercial Code. This would give a same-sex partner the well established status of

46 Matt Tracy, Kennedy ‘surprised himself’ on gay marriage, Gay City News, 2018, December 2.
Marriage was being seen as stabilizing relationships, or, at least, providing a legal framework for
resolving issues of custody, access and resources.
47 See Russell Robinson, Diverging Identities, in Carlos Ball, After Marriage Equality, NYU, 2016,
212 at 217.
48 Michael Lavers, Marriage opponent to chair State Department human rights commission,
Washington Blade, July 8, 2019.
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being a ‘spouse’, rather than the novel identity of being a ‘life partner’. FOR-SOGI
now supported amending the Civil and Commercial Code.49

Official Release of the Life Partnership Bill
A draft life partnership bill was made public by the Rights and Liberties Protection Department on November 5, 2018, with Ministry of Justice backing. The
draft embodied the modest ‘first step’ approach, focused on asset management. The
Bangkok Post, the leading English language newspaper, called the bill ‘a slap in
the face to the LGBT community’ for having much more limited rights than earlier
drafts.50 In contrast, Kerdchoke of the RLPD claimed to media that most academics
and agencies said that the bill would ‘grant same-sex couples 90% of the rights
enjoyed by married couples’. This was inconsistent with all the statements of a new
‘limited’ approach.51 There seemed some desperation to gain support for the ‘new
strategy’.
A Bangkok hearing on the draft bill was held November 12, 2018, organized by
the Ministry of Justice. It was a half-day event. Most of that time was devoted to a
panel explaining the ‘step by step’ approach. The panelists acknowledged that the
bill was quite limited. Panelist Kittinun (Danny) Daramadhaj, president of Rainbow
Sky Association, while supporting the bill, said the draft law could not be considered
a success. Couples would not be gaining rights equal to those of heterosexual married
couples.52
The November 12 agenda allocated one hour to statements from the audience,
most of which were critical.
“We feel like we’re being betrayed,” said Vitaya Saeng A-roon, an openly
gay columnist, during the opinion-hearing stage. He said it was sad that LGBT
parents cannot legally co-adopt a child. … “We barely get anything,” said
Kittinun Daramadhai, president of Rainbow Sky Association and a member
of one of the subcommittees tasked with drafting the bill. … Kittinun, however,
believed the bill was the stepping stone to later revise the Civil and Commercial
Code regarding marriage. … “Many LGBT communities are now turning to
Civil and Commercial Code [regarding marriage], but I think we have to look
at what we have achieved so far, and then plan for what we should do next,”

49 FOR SOGI, Change in Strategy in Campaigning for the Civil Society Draft of the Civil Partnership

Bill, June 29, 2018, posted on the Facebook page of FOR SOGI, translation of the statement supplied
to the author by Timo Ojanen.
50 LGBT bill still gets it wrong, Bangkok Post, November 10, 2018, 8.
51 King-Oua Laohong, Bill gives hope to gay couples, Bangkok Post, November 6, 2008, 4.
52 Pratch Rujivanarom, Activists fight for marriage equality on three fronts, The Nation, December
5, 2018, 3A.
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he said. [Professor] Vitit Muntarbhorn … said the bill was an important step,
especially in a society that had different views on same-sex marriage.53
The following week public consultations were quickly held in other parts of the
country. Hearings in Ayuthaya and Chiang Mai were in the morning and afternoon
of the same day. At the hearing in Songkhla province, in the south, Muslim speakers
opposed the bill, rejecting any support for same-sex relationships.54
There were calls for expansion of the rights involved.55 A total of 3,055 people
commented on the bill through the Ministry’s online platform. 2,090, it was said,
approved the draft. Many comments said same-sex couples should have the right to
adopt children.
An open letter, dated November 12, 2018, circulated online. It was supported by
13 organizations and had 530 signatures.56 It pointed out five gaps in the draft bill:
•
•
•
•
•

medical and funeral decision-making;
joint adoption, surrogacy and guardianship of children;
spousal benefits;
legal recognition as a married couple;
right of individuals of all sexual and gender identities to register a marriage under
the Civil and Commercial Code on the basis of equality before the law.

It called the draft ‘discriminatory in nature’. Consideration of the draft should be
delayed.
Attempts to coax the people to support this draft Act with the excuse that it is
better to have something than nothing is equal to an oblique use of power, making
the people connive with injustice and the denial of their political, economic,
social and cultural rights.
It called for a transparent and democratic drafting process.
If a state enacts a law that has discriminatory content and omissions, it is
considered to be in conflict with human rights principles. Thus, the Thai state
should adjust the Civil and Commercial Code to ensure that everyone regardless
of gender identity or sexual identity will have equal marital rights.
No almost-final draft of the earlier FOR-SOGI/Law Reform Commission bill
from 2014 was put in circulation, to show an alternative to the Life Partnership bill.
53 Kornrawee

Panyasuppakun, New bill offers some hope to LGBT community.
Thannukasetchai, Muslim leaders oppose LGBT partner bill, The Nation (Bangkok),
November 23, 2018, 1A. Muslims constitute 4 or 5% of the population. Most are Thai-Malay,
living in southern provinces. Christians are perhaps 1% of the Thai population. Three letters were
circulated in January in the name of Christian groupings opposing the Life Partnership bill, one
from the Thailand Protestant Churches Coordinating Committee. That opposition was not reported
in either the Bangkok Post or The Nation newspapers.
55 King-Oua Laohong and Reuters, Calls mount to amend LGBT bill, Bangkok Post, November 23,
2018, 2.
56 Open letter from sexual and gender diversity rights activists on the Civil Partnership Act Draft,
November 12, 2018, copy in possession of the author. The lead figure in organizing this intervention
was Chumaporn Taengkliang (Dao), Core Member of the TEA Group (Togetherness for Equality
Action). The open letter circulated internationally on the sogi-list @arc-international.net.
54 Piyanuch
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The strategy of amending the Civil Code was increasingly supported, but had not
taken the form of a draft bill. Online individuals responding to the Department of
Justice posting of the November 5 draft, said ‘yes’ in support of the new bill. No
alternative really seemed to be on offer, except the status quo.
The draft bill was revised on two points in response to the public hearings and
online comments. Partner rights to give emergency medical authorizations and to
manage funerals were added.57 On December 25, the revised draft bill gained preliminary approval from the cabinet. The draft was forwarded to the Council of State for
the required routine vetting. For the first time a draft bill was moving through the
legislative process (and not as a ‘citizens initiative’).
The Thai Council of State was established by King Chulalongkorn in 1874,
copying the French Conseil d’Etat, organized by Napoleon in 1799. Its tasks include
‘advising’ governments on draft bills in advance of the submission of a text to a
legislature (or before royal approval). The Council of State can propose a revision
on technical or policy grounds, which the government is not required to adopt. In
France, as a ‘general rule’, the advice of the Conseil d’Etat is followed.58 This seems
true in Thailand as well.
The Council of State posted the revised draft of the Life Partnership bill on its
website and declared a short period during which it would receive comments.
Time ran out. The appointed legislature ended activity on March 15, 2019. An
election was held on March 24. The military government was coming to an end, after
five years.

The 2019 Election
There was more visibility for LGBTI individuals and issues in the 2019 election than
in any past campaigns. For the first time there were ‘out’ candidates and party positions on relationship recognition. One media report listed nine parties as supporting
‘marriage equality’.59 A few clearly supported equal Civil Code marriage, including
Future Forward, Commoner and Pheu Thai.60
…while more LGBTI people are actively participating in politics, nonLGBTI candidates are also approaching this issue and the community in their
campaigns. A recent TV debate saw representatives of different parties join in

57 More

rights for same-sex couples in partnership bill, The Nation, December 24, 2018, 5A.
the official website of the Conseil d’Etat of France.
59 Lawattanatrakul, A, On-in, K (2019) ‘The fight for love: LGBTQ rights policies in the 2019
general election’, Prachatai English, 12 March, 2019. The listing included a tenth party, Thai
Raksa Chart, which was dissolved by order of the Constitutional Court.
60 Pratch Rujivanarom, Pratch (2019) ‘Parties promise gender equality’, The Nation, Bangkok, 8
March: 5A.
58 See
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a discussion about LGBTI rights, to mixed results. Members of some parties
also enthusiastically joined the pride festivities in Chiang Mai last week.61
After the election a coalition of 19 parties formed a government, with the leading
roles of the military backed Palang Pracharath Party, the Democrat Party and
Bhumjaithai. Coup leader Prayut Chan-o-cha continued in office, now heading a
narrow majority government. Some legal recognition of same-sex relationships was
supported by the parties of a majority of members of the lower house.
Four ‘out’ LGBTI legislators were elected in March, all from the Future Forward
Party. That party received the third highest number of votes, but is sitting with other
opposition parties.62 Filmmaker Tanwarin Sukkhapisit, one of the four, got extensive
publicity. She quickly denounced the Life Partnership Bill, saying it contradicted
the basic premise of equality. But, she added, the bill had done a ‘great job’ in raising
awareness.63
The draft Life Partnership Bill remained in the hands of the Council of State for
over a year (perhaps an unprecedented length of time for its assessment). In August,
2019, the Council of State requested the Ministry of Justice to gather public opinion
on ‘some contentious issues’ contained in the Life Partnership bill. Ongoing closeddoor negotiations over the draft bill resulted in equalizing the age for registration or
marriage, and, it is said, opening joint adoption by couples.64 The draft was coming
closer to meeting the civil society demands at the final legislative committee hearing
in April, 2013.
Future Forward Party member of parliament Tunyawaj Kamolwongwat and a
group of activists submitted a letter to the Minister of Justice calling for amendment
of the Civil and Commercial Code. The letter was signed by FOR-SOGI, Thai
Transgender Alliance and almost 80 other organizations and individuals.65
FOR-SOGI again changed its strategy. The Constitutional Court declined to
hear the petition on procedural grounds. Frustrated by the long delays on legislative reform, it now planned to seek a Constitutional Court ruling. The case of two
lesbians, refused marriage registration, was submitted to the Constitutional Court
on November 22, 2019.66 The Ombudsman’s office had earlier refused a request to

61 Mahavongtrakul,

Melalin (2019) ‘Rainbow campaign’, Bangkok Post Life LGBTI, 25 February:

8.
62 Chairith

Yonpiam (2019) ‘LGBT MPs given dress code leeway’, Bangkok Post, 14 May: 2.

63 Rik Glauert (2019) ‘Transgender lawmaker slams Thailand’s same-sex union bill’, GayStarNews,

25 May.
64 Comments of Nareeluc Pairchaiyapoom at a seminar, Australian Embassy, November 21, 2019.
Spousal benefits were still off the table.
65 King-Oua Laohong, Public opinion sought on same-sex union bill, Bangkok Post, 17 August,
2019, 3; Melalin Mahavongtrakul, The song remains the same, Bangkok Post, Life, August 26,
2019, 8.
66 Rina Chandran, Thai LGBT+ activists in legal bid to force marriage equality, Reuters, November
22, 2019.

222

D. Sanders

forward the issue to the Constitutional Court (noting the drafting of the Life Partnership bill in its reasoning).67 The only example of a Constitutional Court precedent
that might indicate support was on a women’s issue. The Constitutional Court in
2003 found that a
…rule requiring a married woman to adopt her husband’s surname contravened the equal protection clause under the prevailing Constitution. The law
was subsequently changed to give women a choice on this matter, and also on
the honorific preceding her name.68
‘Out’ Future Forward Party MP Tunyawaj Kamolwongwat has stated his party
has completed a draft bill to amend the Civil and Commercial Code, using gender
neutral language for marriage.69 It is expected that the Council of State will complete
their review of the Life Partnership bill in February, 2020. Both the Future Forward
Party draft bill and the Life Partnership draft bill could then be considered by a
legislative committee. Legislative committee hearings could be held. Perhaps they
will not be the rushed events that characterized previous parts of this story.

Observations
The Life Partnership bill, whose history goes back to 2012, gained cabinet approval
in December, 2018, and was referred to the Council of State. It succeeded in getting
relationship recognition on a public political agenda really for the first time. But now
there is significant support for Civil Code revision on marriage (which would include
spousal benefits as well as adoption and reproductive rights). A draft bill to amend
the Civil Code, prepared by the Future Forward Party, will soon circulate. Actual
reform still seems distant.
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