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CHAPTER 10

The Homosexual Threat:
Appraising Masculinities and Men’s
Sexualities in Malaysia

Joseph N. Goh'

Introduction

In its 2009 Report of the Task Force on Appropriate Therapeutic
Responses to Sexual Orientation, the American Psychiatric
Association affirmed that “same-sex sexual attractions, behaviour,
and orientations per se are normal and positive variants of
human sexuality - in other words, they do not indicate either
mental or developmental disorders” (2009: 2; emphasis added).
Thus, the announcement of Malaysian Deputy Prime Minister
Muhyiddin Yassin in April 2012 that a generous sum had
been allocated for the rehabilitation of those bearing “the
symptoms of sexual orientation disorder like LGBT” (Arukesamy
2012) through counselling echoes a perception prevalent in
some Malaysian circles that is not merely archaic, but which

' Joseph N. Goh holds a Licentiate in Sacred Theclogy and is currently
pursuing a PhI} in Gender, Sexuality and Theology with the School of Arts
and Social Sciences at Monash University, Sunway campus. He is a member of
the Emerging Queer Asian Pacific Islander Religion Scholars and volunteers
with PT Foundation, a Malaysian non-governmental organization promoting
HIV awareness.
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demonstrates an almost xenophobic fear towards Malaysians with
non-heteronormative inclinations.

The repulsion of same-sex behaviour is not one that has
emerged from a socio-political vacuum. Sexuality is considered
“taboo” (Jerome 2008a: 36) and appears to have a prominent
place in the psyche of many Malaysians, notably institutional
quadrants of Islam. Islamic civil and religious authorities exact
feverish surveillance on Muslims in Malaysia, ravaging the
sexual lives of Muslims that are as private as “khalwat (illicit
close proximity) [and] zinna (illicit sex or adultery)” (Lee 2010:
31). Sexual practices between men are viewed with disdain as
permutations of the transgression of legitimate and divinely-
sanctioned gender and sexual configurations. In the Malaysian
legal context, male homosexuality or ‘gayness’ as a globally-
recognized cultural trope has no direct equivalence to sexual
identities that assume what Stephen Epstein describes as a “quasi-
ethnic status” (1987: 12). Sections 377A, 377B and 377C of the
Malaysian Penal Code make provisions against acts of sodomy
or liwat without being gender-specific, although it is in section
2 of the Syariah Criminal Offences (Federal Territory) Act 1997
that one discovers a clearly-defined morphology of liwat as
“sexual relations between male persons” Moreover, men who
engage in sexual practices with other men, or who desire other
men on an emotional plane are often erroneously conflated with
transgenders or transsexuals — known as mak nyahs— who are
frequently subjected to discrimination and stigmatisation (Teh
2002). Furthermore, lelaki lembut (soft men) or effeminate men
are frequently regarded as homosexual or gay (Aziz 2012). Public
health systems in Malaysia have also lent a hand in etching out
their version of male homosexuality by using the term “men who
have sex with men” (MSM) in studies on HIV and ATDS (Kanter
et al. 2011). Their intents and purposes notwithstanding, men
who pursue other men in Malaysia often display both similitudes
and disparities with the stereotype of the global, gay white male

(Altman 2001). There are Malaysian men who are desirous of
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other men either for romantic or sexual purposes or both, those
who adopt a2 more masculine manner of acting and those are
effeminate in varying degrees. My use of the terms ‘homosexual
and ‘homosexuality’ in this chapter must thus be seen as
embracing of these diverse representations that eludes any stable
permanence in its meaning.

Uproars over male homosexuality in the twentieth and
twenty-first centuries came into prominence with two major
events: the sodomy charges of the former-Malaysian Deputy
Prime Minister Anwar Ibrahim and the festival celebrating the
human rights of sexually-diverse persons, Seksualiti Merdeka.
Raging debates on homosexuality in relation to Anwar (Kanaraju
2007) and the banning of Seksualiti Merdeka in 2011 (Shazwan
2011) caused innumerable forums to mushroom among the
Malaysian populace on the question of men’s masculinities.
In my own mind, the “man question” (Dowd 2010) adopted a
plethora of forms: What particular representation of ‘manness’
harbours greater currency in Malaysia? What kind of ‘man’ is
one who dabbles in homosexual behaviour? What constitutes the
Malaysian male-bodied person? How does male homosexuality
reconfigure Malaysian masculinities and vice versa?

Heeding the wisdom of Michael S. Kimmel that “masculinity
is tied intimately to sexuality” (1987:19), this chapter aims to
examine how issues of masculinities and homosexuality in
Malaysia bear on each other by examining a diverse selection
of academic publications in the twenty-first century. At this
juncture, I wish to name three provisos. First, as a contribution
to existing scholarship, this chapter does not presume to be the
definitive word on Malaysian masculinities or male sexualities,
nor does it claim to be an exhaustive examination of extant
resources. Second, my focus on masculinities of this period
stems from a desire to unveil what masculinities and male
sexualities mean to Malaysians in this particular era, cognizant
that “manhood means different things at different times to
different people” (Kimmel 2002: 267). Third, T wish to note that
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such studies have weighed in more heavily on men of Malay
ethnicity and Islam,? as is reflected in this chapter. I begin with
a brief survey of the global terrain on men's studies in issues of
masculinities and sexualities before embarking on a scrutiny of
the Malaysian scene. In discussing the latter through some key
concepts of hegemonic masculinity (Connell 2005; Connell @d
Messerschmidt 2005; Wetherell and Edley 1999), I am devoting
particular attention to the concept of “complicity” (Connell and
Messerschmidt 2005: 832), which I will explain in due course.
I continue with a treatment on homosexuality in Malaysia, its
implications for women and the dynamics which render it as
both as an accomplice and a threat to hegemonic masculinity.

Cruising Studies on Men

“Look, there he stands ... looking through the lattice”
Song of Solomon (2: 9; NRSV)

Studies on men and masculinities in the west arose from
a critique of reified gender roles and the unquestioned
preponderance of the male standard during the second wave
of feminist activism in the 1960s (Cochran 2010), the rise of
pre-feminist scholarship (Kimmel 1992) and the contributions
of exemplary scholars (Connell 1987; Pleck 1981). What was
notably salient in the movemnent was a peering through the lattice
of the dominant social order to uncover new understandings of
gender relations, leading to the gradual deconstruction of age-
old notions that had assumed an almost apotheosized position
of patrimony among men. In a relatively brief period of time,
scholarship on men and masculinities blossomed. This endeavour
was not a bid to take up the cause of masculinity. Rather, the
position of prominence that was assumed lay in “a critical analysis

? Malays are constitutionally defined as Muslims in Malaysia. See Federal
Constitution of Malaysia, Axticle 160(2).
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of masculinities” that critically interrogated “gender hierarchy”
(Elias and Beasley 2009; endnote 1). This became evident with
work from scholars such as Kimmel in the late 1980s, as these
studies were “attempts to treat masculinity not as the normative
referent against which standards are assessed but as a problematic
gender construct” (Kimmel 1987: 10).

Sam V. Cochran’s bold claim that studies on men and
masculinities assumed a universal enterprise in the 1990s forces
one to raise the proverbial eyebrow, as his definitive vision
of “global” was limited to Australia, Europe and the United
States (2010: 44). Claims of a universal scholarly enquiry can
hardly assume legitimacy if it does not pay homage to the
contributions made by a diminutive group of Asian scholars in
that same era, both in heterosexual (Inoue et al. 1998) and non-
heterosexual (Zhang 1998) contexts. The twenty-first century saw
a groundswell in truly global academic endeavours on.men and
masculinities. Studies from all over the world straddled a diverse
range of topics including the complexities of socio-political,
cultural and economic issues of countries in a globalized world
(Clark 2010), emotional, psychological and sexual experiences
(Seidler 2006; Smiler 2004), and religion (Barker 2008;
Hodge 2005; Ouzgane 2006). Studies on men in relation to
homosexuality also burgeoned and encompassed topics such as
tensions in global and local homosexual subjectivities (Benedicto
2008); sexual practices (Dean 2009); identity (Wilkerson 2007);
psychology and aesthetics (Bersami 2009); Asian-American
issues (Han 2010); public health (Newcomb and Mustanski
2011); political tensions (Boellstorff 2004); religion (Alcedo 2007;
Brintnall 2011) and theology (Cheng 2011).

From this mammoth corpus of literature on masculinities
studies, I draw attention to the notion of hegemonic masculinity
which has seen both its genesis and development in the genius of
R. W. Connell (1987; 2005). In a nutshell, hegemonic masculinity
refers to positions in gender relations that contribute to the
subordination of women, as well as to the subordination of
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certain forms of masculinity through the exaltation of other
forms of masculinity (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005:
832). It is often supported by the alliance of “cultural ideal and
institutional power” {Connell 2005: 77). Hegemonic masculinity
can be further elucidated by examining “practices and relations”
in masculine patterns, particularly “complicity, understood
as participation in and benefitting from the advantages of the
“patriarchal dividend;” despite not actively or consciously plotting
gender subordination (ibid.: 78-80). Despite its overarching
Western frameworks and criticisms from contemporary scholars,
I have found this investigative concept useful in interpreting
the results of my survey of a seclection of twenty-first century
academic resources on Malaysian masculinities and sexualities.

The Politics of Malaysian Male Embediment

“Bvery worldview refracts reality”
David R. Hodge (2005: 215)

Critical analyses of masculinities in Malaysia in the twentieth
century were made by scholars such as Donald M. Nonini (1999)
and Jean Morrison (1995), focusing on class, gender relations
and kinship. Such studies gained increasing visibility by the
twenty-first century. Nonetheless, while popular Malaysian
discourses often conflate homosexuality with transgenderism or
transsexualism, a definitive delineation in the identities of both is
evident (Teh 2002). Academic ventures on men and masculinities
in Malaysia have examined issues as divergent as reconstituted
kinship roles in matters of difference and inequality, as well as
the amalgam of Malay adat (tradition, custom, customary law)
(Peletz 2007: 15) and Islam that acts as justification for dominance,
patriarchy and male privilege, the association of masculinity
with personal traits, class, careers, machinery, healthcare, literary
works and homosexuality. Tn this section, I aspire to locate how
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elements of masculinities and men’s sexualities interface with the
“hegemonic project” (Connell 2005: 79).

The use of machinery and technology in the mediation
of masculinities has been dealt with by Ulf Mellstrém (2002;
2010). Drawing from his ethnographical work, he looks at the
patriarchal privileges and masculine fraternal homosocial bonds
that are mediated in men-machine interactions among Chinese
Malaysians. The male body becomes an inscriptional device of
labour, skill, hardship and experience to manifest manhood.
Such demonstrations of masculinity are also extended to other
activities, including drinking, gambling and womanizing that
have formed negative but indisputable, essentialized scripts
of masculinities. In his examination of the biker movie K.L.
Menjerit (Kuala Lumpur is Screaming), David C. L. Lim (2006)
looks at Malay biker masculinity and friendships that may not
be completely “heterosexual” in the popular sense. He also
notes how issues of class, religion and economic sensibilities
are imbricated in masculinity as the “assemblage of meanings
and behaviours socially-constructed as expressive of power
and control, and as the grounds on which men root their
sense of themselves as men” (2006: 63). Lims (2006) analyses
are important in uncovering the filmmaker’s challenge to the
hegemonic notion of the “new Malay man” as the epitome of
masculinity in Malaysias efforts to modernise rural Malays
through the New Economic Policy (see also Shamsul 2001), by
emphasising physical and emotional strength and health, and
traditional values that may not be personified in the “new Malay
man.” While issues of homosexuality are either absent or simply
alluded to in these studies, they reflect a niche in Malaysian
masculinities studies that are complicit with “the currently most
honored (sic) way of being a man” (Connell and Messerschmidt
2005: 832) and show what masculinity is and what masculinity is
not. The celebration of such popular masculinities may arguably
be devoid of insidious agendas, but are undoubtedly vivifying for
hegemonic masculinities.
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Studies also seem to indicate the fortification of the
patriarchal privilege of masculinity in Malaysia. Patriarchy,
“which guarantees ... the subordination of women” (Connell
2005: 77), becomes manifestly clear in issues concerning Malay
men and Islam. Maznah Mohamad (2010) for instance, expresses
concern over the creation of a new Muslim masculinity, in
which patriarchy is re-established as the telos of Islamization
in family matters in opposition to more bilateral Malay familial
approaches. A very vivid contrast to Maznah's work appears in
Noritah Omar’s (2006) critique of Azizi Haji Abdullah’s satire
Kawin-Kawin (2002) for aping and importing western literary
forms at the expense of sacrificing “Malay aesthetics” (2006:118)
and being disrespectful towards Islam in the portrayal of
hegemonic Malay masculinity.

Closely connected to issues of patriarchy and masculine
privilege are topics of male sexualities — both heterosexual and
homosexual. Malay masculinities have taken the lions share in
discourses of male sexualities, particularly when it entails Islam.
I note with a tinge of incredulity that in deploring how issues of
“gender and sexuality are largely defined in terms of cultural and
religious influences and practices” (Jerome 2008b: 114), Collin
Jerome appears to gloss over the reality that religion, particularly
Tslamic ethics, appropriates a potent position in discourses that
affect gender relations and sexual subjectivities in Malaysia.
Andrew Hock Soon Ng’s (2010) critical reading of Kok Liang
Lee’s short literary piece Ibrahim Something (1992), for instance,
highlights the author’s insights on how issues of religion can
intersect with masculinity. Shamsul AB. and Mohamad Fauzi
Sukimi (2006) expose how kejantanan (machismo) is constituted
even through measures that are immoral in Islam, including
illicit sex with women. It is also helpful to recall Peletz’s “practical
representations” of Malay men in the Malaysian state of Negeri
Sembilan that evince “less reasonable” and “less responsible”
~ masculinities in household and kinship matters, and which are
far from the Tslamic ideal (2007: 19). Similarly, Mellstrém also
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discovers that gambling, womanizing and drinking are some
constituents of the “nature’ of men” among Chinese Malaysians
(2010: 259- 271).

The topic of homosexuality in the twenty-first century has
found notable coverage in political exposés on Anwar and
related arguments that uphold human rights (Berman 2008;
Williams 2010) as well as in works that reaffirm the pathological
implications of homosexuality (Hashim et al. 2007; Haslinda
2007). Conversely, studies in this period on how homosexuality
intersects with masculinities in Malaysia are scant. Nevertheless,
available scholarship has concentrated on ‘straight-acting’
homosexual Malay men, even though Malaysia can certainly
claim the existence of many effeminate homosexual men.
Regardless of the degree to which the Anwar saga has been
responsible for this focus, the fact remains that it is masculine
homosexual men who have received greater attention in
contemporary studies on Malaysian masculinities and men’s
sexualities. Tsmail Baba (2001) was one of the earliest Malaysian
scholars to address psychosocial issues of men and women who
engage in same-sex practices in Malaysia. His definition of ‘gay’
appears unilateral in its usage despite the many complexities that
were expounded by his research respondents. The singularity of
homosexuality is also echoed in Jeromes (2008a) undifferentiated
melange of gay and mak nyah subjectivities as he critically
assesses Karim Raslan’s 1996 anthology, Heroes and Other Stories.
Nonetheless, in his section on homosexual men, Ismail (2001)
foregrounds the crucial point that not only are homosexual men
often conflated with mak nyahs, but, that they feel compelled to
perform “straightness” in order to resist identification with mak
nyahs, eschew associations of homosexuality with effeminacy
and provide a subterfuge from judgemental gazing that seeks
to nullify their masculinities. His research signposts a growing
emergence of homosexual Malaysian men who identify as
masculine, prefer men akin to themselves, and disassociate from
effeminate homosexual men or mak nyahs, This topic, which
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has witnessed various debates in Southeast Asian scholarship
and beyond (Altman 1996; Tan 2001), attests' to the growing
tensions among certain homosexual men who seek to unravel
the intricacies of their own masculinities and homosexuality
without linkages to femininity. Furthermore, Shamsul and
Fauzi contend that homosexuality has become the diabolical
antithesis of masculinity and its associations. Here, the religion-
sexuality nexus is again invoked. Shamsul and Fauzi conclude
- and aptly so - that Anwar’s forceful removal from the
political sphere was based on “alleged gross sexual misconduct
unbecoming for a male Muslim, a father ... a top leader
in the country ... a pious and serious Muslim intellectual”
(2006: 64). This litanic stringing demonstrates that religion,
heteronormativity, patriarchy and nationalism have become the
lynchpins that create the illusion of masculine fixities not only
for Anwar, but for all Malay men. In a similar vein, Sharon A.
Bong’s (2011) qualitative studies on homesexual Malaysian (and
Singaporean) men highlight how familial and godly approval
among Christian men is inherently bound to compliance with
the performance of a specific masculinity.

There are also studies that highlight the emergence of
masculinities that resist immutability and singularity. Zuhaili
Akmal Tsmail (2010) contends that in large-scale multicultural
societies like Malaysia, multiple representations of masculine
identities abound. He elaborates on how men often find
themselves forced into opposing poles of identities, such as
muscularity and power as well as the androgynous, metrosexual
male. In analyzing actual responses to representations of
masculinity in mens lifestyle magazines ~ chiefly Men’s Folio
that allows for the interface of both western and eastern
representations of masculinity - Jerome detected articulations of
masculinity that either reinforced stereotypical beliefs, or which
challenged and reformulated non-stereotypical beliefs based on
personal lived experiences. The latter were reconstructing “their
own visions of a modern man” (2008b: 125).
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What are we to make of this matrix? On one hand, a selection
of scholarship on Malaysian masculinities corroborates the
aforementioned “complicity with the hegemonic project” These
studies uncover how Malaysian masculinities are devised from
notions of power, strength, sexual prowess and patriarchal
positions — often riding on technology and machinery, and the
exclusion of women® - in an uncompromisingly heterosexual
framework of “frontiersmanship” (Clarkson 2006: 199}, In the
collusion between the “cultural ideal and institutional power,”
an “over-phallusized picture of man’ (Morgan 1993: 71) is
constructed and maintained on social and political levels. On
the other hand, scholarship denotes a resistance to these forms
of hegemonic masculinity through a “critique of macho styles
and a distinct separation of self from what could be specified
as hegemonic or dominant” (Wetherell and Edley 1999:
346). Notions that “frontiersmanship” belong to the realm of
heterosexual men, or are the prerogative of “straight-acting” men,
or that resistance is held either by those who are unable to live up
to expectations of “frontiersmanship” or those who are effeminate
homosexual men, are false presuppositions that do not take into
account the highly complex lived realities of Malaysian men, or
the pluralistic forms and practices of hegemonic masculinity.
In this display of masculinities in flux, it is surely worthwhile to
consider how homosexual men who express their masculinities
in varying degrees engage in the complicity and resistance of
“hegemonic sense-making” (Wetherell and Edley 1999: 351).

The Dreaded Masculine Alternative

“There are multiple ways to be masculine”
Andrew P. Smiler (2004: 20)

The previous section dealt with scholarship on issues of
hegemonic masculinities that are inextricably bound to notions

*  Studies on women and gender in Malaysia will not be treated in this essay

due to their sheer magnitude.



178 Thinking Threugh Malaysia

of “frontiersmanship,” religion, patriarchy and heteronormativity.
The discussion also recognized the entanglement of issues on
homosexuality, effeminacy and masculinities. Such scholarship
encapsulates the wealth of intellectual thought that provides a fertile
ground on which to expand the discussion on homosexuality. The
transgression of sexual ethics for men figures intimately with notions
of hegemonic masculinity. While heterosexual misdemeanours
merely merit a slap on the wrist and reinforce the superiority
and normalcy of masculinity, homosexual acts are relegated
to subordinated positions in which those who either embody
or execute them are vilified and accused of being counter-
masculine. Here, the hierarchy of masculinities exhibits itself.
Certain forms of Malaysian masculinity are privileged while
others are contested or reviled. Hegemonic masculinity appears
when an exalted masculinity comes to being “in relation fo
other masculinities” (Connell 2005: 154) in order to pander to
the needs of the powerful (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005:
832). In this section, I wish to proceed to a further discussion
on homosexuality and masculinities from two interlocking
perspectives — the ongoing subordination of women and the
threat of the homosexual masculine alternative.

Connell and James W. Messerschmidt have affirmed that
hegemonic masculinity perpetuates the subordination of women,
just as it does the various forms of masculinity that are perceived
as lesser representations (2005: 832). In a society where “gender
identities ... have always subsumed and effectively defined
sexual orientations” (Peletz 2011: 678), homosexual men who
are accused of being lelaki lembut and engaging in liwat are
perceived as transgressors of strictly demarcated gender roles
and perpetrators of sexual activities that pervert the heterosexual
order. Moreover, as masculinity possesses greater cultural
currency in Malaysia than femininity, “men who display feminine
traits receive more negative reaction than women who display
masculine traits” (Besen and Zicklin 2007: 251). I posit that the
volatile antagonism that is ceaselessly hurled towards homosexual
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Malaysian men represents a “terrified distancing” (Kimmel
1987: 17) between men and women in gender relations. In other
words, the practice of strict polarity between men and women
is indispensable in sustaining Malaysian masculinity. Men are
‘men, and women are ‘women, and never the twain shall meet.
Any digression from this gender dictum goes beyond perplexity
or bewilderment to being inevitably perceived as emasculation.
What rises to the fore are hegemonic representations that have
exacted a vice-like grip on Malaysian masculinity, sanctioned and
celebrated by civil and religious law, and by popular discourses
that have uncritically embraced such representations. What I
wish to suggest, however, is that this gender separation aimed
at preserving heterosexually-framed hegemonic masculinity
is reconfigured in a new contradistinctive form of hegemonic
masculinity by homosexual men who are masculine-acting.
Through the aforementioned distancing, the subordination
of women is unintentionally pursued not only by heterosexist
sectors that are intolerant of gender and sexual diversity in
homosexual men, but also by certain groups of ‘straight-acting
homosexual men who seek to carve out their own avowedly
masculine identities without any allusions to femininity. Different
forms of homosexual embodiments are accepted and rejected as
homosexual men strive to negotiate their own sexual identifies,
By rejecting a feminised embodiment of homosexuality, owing
to popular associations of homosexuality with effeminacy,
these homosexual men become unwittingly complicit with
new hegemonic notions of masculinity as well as patriarchal
privilege. In the process of affirming their subjectivities as ‘not-
feminine, they inadvertently highlight the fear of being associated
with women, thus engaging in a subtle relegation of femininity
to subordinated positions. These homosexual men are neither
driven by malicious misogyny, co-opting new ‘macho styles; nor
buttressing their masculinities. Rather, they are actively engaged
in resisting stereotypes whereby “gayness is easily assimilated to
femininity” (Connell 2005: 78). My goal here is not to perform



