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Abstract: The Malaysian society is experiencing immense social and cultural changes under the multiple influences of globalisation, industrialization and urbanization. These changes, among others, include the emergence of gay subculture in which people identify and present themselves as having a gay identity and lifestyle. However, the adoption of gay identity among Chinese males clashes with the role expectations of the son in the traditional Chinese family, which are defined by Confucian ethics. Hence, by adopting a gay identity, the Chinese gay men face various role conflicts when they are expected to perform the roles of a son, especially in fulfilling the roles to get married and to continue the family lineage. Under such circumstances, the Chinese gay males adopt various adjustment strategies in order to resolve their role conflicts, and to maintain their personal and general well-being in their families. 

INTRODUCTION

The Gay Subculture in Malaysia

The Malaysian society has experienced immense social and cultural changes since the last few decades. Among these changes is the emergence of gay subculture or egalitarian homosexuality (Sullivan, 2001), in which people increasingly identify themselves, as well as present themselves to others as having a consciousness and politics related to their homosexuality (Altman, 1995; cited by Sullivan, 2001). Hence leading to the creation of exclusive gay communities and lifestyles. This is evident from the local media coverage on gay related news and issues; the formation and expansion of exclusive gay social and virtual groups; and the proliferation of gay “hangouts” in contemporary Malaysian society.

The Malaysian mass media at times covers the current news and issues related to local gay subculture. Besides the news and articles in the newspapers, TV and radio stations also broadcast special features and interviews on gay issues during prime time. For example, the local TV station, NTV7 broadcasted an investigative report featuring interviews with a few self-affirmed gay men in its Mandarin Edisi Siasat (Investigative Edition) (NTV7: 8th June 2003). The state-owned Radio 4 also broadcasted an interview on homosexuality with two lesbians and a gay man in conjunction with World AIDS Day (Radio 4: 4th December 2003, 5pm – 7pm). Similarly, another state-owned TV station, TV2 also featured local gay rights issues on three consecutive evenings in its Mandarin News during Human Rights Day (TV2: 10th, 11th & 12th December 2003).
Meanwhile, gay subculture groups have flourished with the introduction of the Internet in the mid 90s. Currently, many Malaysia-based online virtual groups (Yahoo Groups, 3rd May 2003), Internet chat rooms and websites (see Appendix A) have been set up to provide unrestricted space for interaction, linkup and networking of gays sharing common interests. In addition, the PT Foundation (formally known as the Pink Triangle1), an NGO formed by a group of gays and lesbians activists in 1987, also functions as a support group for Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transsexual (LGBT) persons in Kuala Lumpur (Baba, 2001). With the spread of HIV/AIDS epidemic throughout the nation, the PT Foundation has taken up the task to educate LGBTs and the general public on HIV/AIDS (ibid.). 

The emergence and spread of gay subculture can also be observed through the establishment of commercial outlets such as pubs, discotheques, saunas, massage parlours, fitness centres, which cater mainly to gay clientele. These places function as meeting places or cruising areas2 and they are easily found in major cities such as Kuala Lumpur, George Town, Ipoh, Johor Bahru and other big towns such as Malacca, Kota Bahru, Alor Setar, Kuching, etc. (Baba, 2001; Sin Chew Jit Poh, 23rd July 2001; Utopia Asian Gay & Lesbian Resources, 3rd May 2003). These meeting places serve the social needs of homosexuals who comprise the major ethnic groups in Malaysia including Malays, Chinese and Indians (cf. Baba, 2001). 

According to Jackson (2001) and Sullivan (2001), the emergence of gay subculture in most Asian countries is associated with the multiple influences of globalisation, industrialization and urbanization, in which developing countries are reshaping their lifestyle and economy in order to fit Western capitalism (Altman, 1996; cited by Sullivan, 2001). Dennis Altman also suggested that there has been “an apparent globalisation of post-modern gay identities” (Altman, 1996; quoted by Sullivan, 2001: 255), where the gay and lesbian cultures in Asia, with its emerging gay subculture groups and sprawling gay commercial spaces, resemble their Western counterparts (Jackson, 2001). 

Politically and culturally, this social transition and the diffusion of gay subculture poses a challenge to both the social institutions and the subculture groups involved. As Thorsten Sellin (1993: 74) suggests, “conflicts of cultures are inevitable when the norms of one cultural or subcultural area … come in contact with those of another.” In Malaysia, the conflict of mainstream culture/norms and gay subculture/norms manifests itself in legislation and public opinion. The conduct norms of gay subculture including homosexual behaviour, is regarded as criminal act according to legal norms. According to Malaysian law3, homosexual intercourse, even between consenting adults, is liable to criminal charges that can result in imprisonment for up to a maximum of twenty years and whipping. Prevailing political and religion leaders also tend to view homosexuality as “immoral, despicable, eerie”4, “shameless and a crime worse than murder”5. For them, homosexuality is perceived as social illness that threatens the existing social and moral order; therefore it must be controlled.

In such a hostile socio-cultural environment, members of the gay subculture groups have evolved various adjustment strategies such as deception, play acting, information control and elaborated presentation of self to the outside world in order to deal with these conflict situations and negative sanctions (cf. Goffman, 1963; see also Davies, 1996). In particular, they need to readjust to certain social roles as well as conduct norms which may contradict with one another and result in what Role Theorists call role conflict (cf. Bertrand, 1972; Schaefer, 2002). This is particularly relevant in the context of Chinese gay men who are expected to perform the roles and obligations of a son in their families while maintaining their gay identities and lifestyles.
The Son in The Chinese Family: Role Expectation

Chinese Malaysians are a socio-culturally heterogeneous ethnic group. They are differentiated according to their dialect groups, educational background, extent of acculturation and religion (Tan, 2000). Though 68.3% compare to 20.2% of the Chinese Malaysian claim to be Buddhist rather than Confucian, Taoist or of other traditional religion (Department of Statistics, 1995), these systems of belief are inseparable and interlaced for the majority of Chinese Malaysian (cf. Lok, 2000; Tan, 2000). Despite their religion, they “share a common cultural past in China and are united by a set of common Chinese traditions … such as traditional Chinese values and philosophy” (Tan, 2000: 65). In this context, Confucianism is a major philosophy that continuously shapes the Chinese society in Malaysia via socialization (Heng and Lee, 2000) and the Chinese education system (Yen, 2000). 

Basically, Confucianism advocates that, in order to achieve a good society, each individual must fulfil the duties and obligations inherent in five cardinal relationships: between father and son (parent and child); between husband and wife; between brothers; between ruler and subject; and between friends (Becker & Barnes, 1961; Lang 1968; Hsu, 1981), in which three relationships are family relationship. Therefore, under this doctrine, the family is considered as the most important social unit and the individual must fulfil her/his duties and obligations, first and foremost, to her/his parents, before she/he does so to others in the society (Chou, 2001). While孝 (xiao) or filial piety, which demands “unreserved obedience and devotion of the son to his father, of the younger to the elder, and of the subject to the ruler” (Lang, 1968: 10) forms the central value of conduct in the family (Chou, 2001), particularly in the parents-child relationship. 

Besides being obedient and devoted to the parents, the son is also expected to serve his parents. As Francis L. K. Hsu (1981: 81) notes:

Economic support is not, however, the only way in which Chinese children are obligated to their parents. … but at all times and in all circumstances he must try to satisfy their wishes and look after their safety … In the service of the elders, no effort was too extraordinary or too great.
As Chinese observe/practise patrilineal descent (Tan, 2000), it is considered a main responsibility for the son to get married and have male descendants to ensure the continuation of the 香火 (xiang huo) or the “incense smoke at the ancestral shrines” (Hsu, 1971: 75), which symbolizes the family lineage. This is reflected in the Confucian saying 不孝有三, 无后为大 (bu xiao you san, wu hou wei da), which means, “there are three unfilial acts, the greatest (worst) is to be without heirs” (Lee, 1986: 89). Failure to fulfill these roles and obligations, a son is either no more to be regarded as a son, or he has to reclaim his status as a son by returning to the fold of tradition (Becker & Barnes, 1961).

In this construct, Chinese gay men who have adopted exclusive gay identities and lifestyles may be subjected to role conflicts when they are expected to perform the traditional family roles of a son. In order to cope or adjust themselves to the role conflict situations and maintain their personal and general well-being in their families, they have to develop various strategies and coping mechanisms to resolve these role conflicts. 

This study, therefore, aims to explore the role conflict experiences of Chinese gay men and to examine their adjustment strategies in response to the conflict situations in their families.
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK FOR THE STUDY

According to role theorists, the society is “a network of variously interrelated positions or statuses, within which individuals enact roles” (Turner, 1974: 161). In this construct, the social actors enact their roles according to the function and sets of role expectations associated with the status positions they occupy (Turner, 1974). There are three general categories of role expectations: first, the expectations from the norms; second, the expectations from others in an interaction situation; and third, the expectations from a real or imagined reference groups (Turner, 1974). 

Social actors will try to conform to the role expectations in a status position. Their degree of conformity depends on the interactive situation and internal processes such as, the actor’s self-conception and role-playing capabilities; the perceived negative or positive sanctions accompanied the expectations; the degree to which the expectations are used as a standard for self-evaluation; and, the extent to which the expectations are actual responses from others or merely the actor’s anticipations of their potential responses (Turner, 1974). However, the character or definition of a role “will tend to change if there are persistent changes in either the behaviours of those presumed to be playing the role or the contexts in which the role is played” (Turner, 2003: 388).

When the role expectations that adhere to a single or several status position/s are incompatible, enacting roles may become problematic (Bertrand, 1972). Role conflict occurs when individual experiences incompatible or contradictory role expectations inhere in two or more status positions held by the same person, in which, fulfilling the roles of one status position may violate or negate the roles of the second status position (Bertrand, 1972; Biddle, 1979; Schaefer, 2002). Many studies show that role conflict is associated with stress and malintegration in personal and professional life. Therefore, the social actor will tend to act to alleviate or resolve the role conflict in order to improve the gratification of high role adequacy (Turner, 2003). 

Van de Vliert (1979 & 1981; cited in Biddle, 1986) suggests that three steps may be followed to resolve role conflict occurred in organization: first, choose among norms (with consideration of possible sanctions and legitimacy of norms), compromise among norms if the former is not possible, and the last resource is to withdraw from the situation. Hall (1972; cited in Biddle, 1986) also discusses three types of response6: negotiating the expectations with others; restructuring one’s views of the situation; and adjusting one’s behaviours (Biddle, 1986). 

METHODOLOGY

In order to achieve the objectives of this study, it was decided to select 30 respondents using the snowballing sampling technique. However, only 4 cases are presented in this paper because they typify the role conflicts and adjustments experienced by the 30 respondents. The four respondents are self-affirmed gay men recruited from the Internet, researcher’s social circle and by referral. Their ages range between 30 to 40 year old; and they come from diverse family, educational, socio-economic backgrounds, and gay subculture involvement. The interviews were conducted in Penang Island (Alfred and William) and Kuala Lumpur (Dave and Francis) in early 2004. All interviews, except the interview with William, were recorded with the respondents’ permission.

The Focused interview or semi-structured interview (Minichiello et al., 1995) technique was used for the data collection of this study. There were no structured orders of questioning in the interviews. The interview focuses on, (a) respondents’ self-conception as a son and as a gay man; (b) their perceived role expectations as a son; and (c) their experience of role conflict and adjustment strategies. A questionnaire was formulated to facilitate the collection of respondents’ bio data, family structure and involvement with family and gay subculture. However, as coming out7 to one’s parents is considered as a major problem for most Chinese gay men (cf. Chou, 2001), this study did not include interviewing the respondents’ parents and other family members for data collection. NUD*IST Vivo, a qualitative data analysis tool, was used to ease the data analysis process.

FINDINGS: ROLE CONFLICT AND ADJUSTMENT STRATEGIES

Four cases are presented below based on: personal and family background; gay identity and gay subculture involvement; role expectations, role conflict and adjustment in the family. This is followed by a discussion of respective cases. Anonyms are used to ensure the confidentiality of the respondents.

The Case of Alfred

Personal and Family Background

Alfred aged 40 and he is from Penang. Alfred holds a college diploma and he works as a social worker working with people living with HIV/AIDS. Alfred is a devoted Buddhist. Being Chinese educated, he speaks mainly Mandarin and Hokkien, but he also speaks Malay and English. 

Alfred comes from a nuclear family. Alfred’s father (Burmese descendant, 71, primary education, Buddhist) is a retired Federal Reserve Unit (FRU) personnel; his mother (Chinese, 65, primary education, Buddhist) is a housewife. His family consists of his parents, an older sister and a younger brother. Although he is the second among his siblings, he is the eldest son in the family. Both of Alfred’s siblings are married with children. Alfred stays on his own, while his brother stays with their parents as an extended family. Alfred is close with his family members; they can talk about almost everything. Although Alfred is not staying with his parents, he will go to his parents’ house for lunch and fetching his nephews from school.

Gay Identity and Subculture Involvement

Alfred is openly gay and single. He is rather conscious about his appearance because he dresses fashionably and works out regularly. Alfred realized his homosexual tendency when he was 10. He got involved in gay subculture at 12. Alfred’s social life revolves around his gay friends and he frequents gay websites, e-groups and entertainment outlets. His favourite hangout is a pub-cum-disco in town. 

Alfred thinks that it is deceitful for a gay male to marry a woman.

For me, it is a dishonest deed - to deceive the wife and the parents-in-law - for someone who is gay and still gets married. It is unfair to the wife. I believe there are many gay men who get married just because they want to hide their real identity. But I think it is very unfair to the female who married the gay man.

Role Expectations, Role Conflict and Adjustment in The Family

As the eldest son, Alfred experienced tremendous pressure, mostly from his mother, to get married when he was younger. He foresaw this pressure when he was in his teens, so he mentally prepared himself so that he would not give in to his mother’s expectation. When he finished school, his mother started asking him to go out with girls, and she then asked him to get married.

As the eldest son, I am expected to get married. When I was 21 and older, my mother actually hurried me into marriage, which was a pressure for me. They first asked me indirectly, for example, whether I befriended my female colleagues. Then later they asked me directly, “When are you going to look for a mate?”

In respond to his parents’ expectation, sometimes Alfred would confront and quarrel with them, sometimes they would sit down and talk. Alfred would tell them that marriage is unnecessary and some people live happily being single. Sometimes Alfred would come out with different kinds of excuses for example, no money, unable to provide for the family, no property, no car, etc. However, his parents would argue that both husband and wife could work together to overcome the financial problems. The negotiation over the issue of marriage went on for the following 3 to 5 years. 

Apart from getting married, Alfred was also expected to provide grandchildren to his parents. 

They wanted so badly to be grandparents, but they do not have preference for the gender of their grandchildren. They are equally happy with male or female grandchildren, as long as they can be grandparents. Ultimately, they wanted an extended family, which Chinese called 三代同堂 (san dai tong tang), or three generations staying under one roof.

Things changed when Alfred’s brother got married when Alfred was 24. The fact that having a brother who got married and propagate, make a difference for Alfred. His mother became less persuasive after Alfred’s brother got married and eventually provided a few grandchildren.

Before my brother was married, I was under pressure to get married and to propagate. However, half of the pressure for me to get married and to propagate had gone; after the marriage of my brother and the birth of my nephews and niece. Since then, my parents seldom persuaded me to get married.

As the eldest son, Alfred was also expected to stay with his parents and to take care of them as part of the filial piety. However, Alfred moved out from his family 8 years ago. 

It was not my intention to move out from my family. You see, we were staying in a 2-rooms flat, there were not enough rooms for all of us. The house became crowded when my younger brother got married and had children. I sleep in the living room and I had to put my wardrobe in the kitchen! I will move out even if I am not gay! I just need more space and privacy. 

And now, Alfred’s brother has practically taken over Alfred’s role as the “eldest son” in the family – staying with and taking care of the parents. However, Alfred still helps his parents to do whatever trivial matters whenever they ask him to. Moreover, Alfred does offer financial support for his parents as often and as much as he can afford, although he is not expected to do so.

Alfred also had a minor disagreement with his parents about his dress sense. He is fashionable; he likes to wear bright colours and sometimes body fit and sexy outfits. His parents complained that his attire is not suitable for a male, but somehow Alfred managed to convince his parents about the way he dresses. He said, “The male artists also wear this kind of attire. As long as they look good on me, why not?”

His parents commented that Alfred is unfilial because he tends to confront his parents when they are in disagreement. But Alfred would reply, “I might be unfilial in certain ways, because I rather be unfilial than follow the notion of filial piety fatuously and become a laughingstock for others.” But Alfred would not say so when he was younger, he even thought of ending his life in his teens; because of his sexual orientation, the disagreements with his parents about his marriage and career move; and also his financial limitation that deprived his chances of further education. And now Alfred is out to his whole family including his relatives, friends and colleagues. Basically he is out in the public - he came out in a local magazine in 2003.
Initially Alfred’s parents still held some hope that Alfred might get married one day, but now he is in his forties and is openly gay; so, they started to reconcile themselves to the fact that Alfred is gay and will not get married.  According to Alfred, however, he came out to his mother not because he wanted to avoid possible conflict with his parents, his mother in particular; but because he did not want his mother to worry about him.

I think it was the right time to let them know who I really am, so they don’t have to worry about me. For parents, no matter how old you are, as long as you are not married, they will still treat you as a kid. That’s why I want to be frank with them.

Discussion

According to Alfred, his parents expect him to get married and propagate; stay with and take care of the parents/family; respect the parents; find a stable job and dress in a manly fashion. Except job selection and dress code, most of these expectations are related to the concept of filial piety. Nevertheless, as indicated by Alfred, the selection of a job will affect his performance of other filial roles.

They want me to get a 9 to 5 job so I can come home on time. They also don’t like me to run around. I think it’s because they want me to be at home and to take care of the family.

Among all these role expectations, Alfred experienced role conflict when he was asked to follow the expectations of marriage and procreation. This conflict arises because he thinks that it is undesirable for a gay man to marry a woman. In order to alleviate this roles conflict, Alfred employed various adjustment strategies:

1. Choice among norm; whereby Alfred chose not to follow the parents’ expectations, which followed by;

2. Negotiation of expectation; in which Alfred tried to change his parents’ expectations of him. And the negotiation skills included confronting and reasoning.

3. Behavioural adjustment; through which Alfred lives a compartmented life – family life at home and gay life outside the house.

4. Role distance; through which Alfred tried to distance himself from performing the expectations, sometimes, with excuses. At worst, Alfred also thought of ending his life.

However, as Alfred engages in these adjustment strategies, he was subjected to another role conflict related to filial piety. This is evident when Alfred was regarded as unfilial by his father. But Alfred would have anticipated this and he restructured his views on filial piety in order to reduce the stress of role conflict. This is obvious as Alfred told his father; “I might be unfilial in certain ways, because I rather be unfilial than follow the notion of filial piety fatuously and become a laughingstock for others.” In fact the notion of filial piety can sometimes be contradictory to righteousness (cf. Lok, 2000). Notwithstanding, he still performs the roles of serving and providing for his parents.

The context of these expectations changed when Alfred’s brother got married and his wife gave birth to children. As noted by Shi (2001), the responsibility of continuing the family linage is shared among brothers. Alfred’s parents henceforth became less persuasive and Alfred felt half of his pressure had been lifted. Eventually Alfred’s role of “eldest son” was taken over by his younger brother.

Alfred also did not fulfil his parents’ other expectations of him, for example, staying with parents, dress sense and career. But they did not bring on role conflict for Alfred with regard to his gay identity. 

Alfred’s gay identity is now well integrated into his family life. His family has accepted his gay identity and they do not have expectations that will lead to future role conflict with regard to his homosexuality.

The Case of William

Personal and Family Background

William is 32 and from Penang. He holds a college diploma and he helps his father to manage one of his family businesses. William is a religious Taoist. Being Chinese educated, he speaks mainly Mandarin, Teochew and Hokkien, but he also speaks Malay and English. 

William comes from a nuclear family. William’s father (62, primary education, Taoist) is a semi-retired businessman; his mother (61, secondary education, Taoist) is a housewife. William’s family consists of his parents, two older sisters, one younger brother and two younger sisters. Both older sisters are married with children. Currently only William, his brother and a younger sister are staying with the parents. William is close to his family members and he spends much time with them daily, partly because of their family business. 

Gay Identity and Subculture Involvement

William knew he liked to look at other men and wanted to be physically intimate with them when he was in high school. However he thought that dating with girl was a normal thing to do then. In fact, before William comes to terms with his homosexuality, he went through three short-term relationships with girls. 

William accepted his gay identity after knowing a few self-affirmed gay men as friends when he was 31. But William has been very discreet about his homosexuality. None of his straight8 friends know that he is gay and his involvements in gay subculture are limited to meeting his boyfriend, browsing gay e-groups and watching gay related movies privately. He has also never been to any gay commercial outlets. As William is very concerned about his confidentiality, notes were taken for this interview instead of being recorded.

Role Expectations, Role Conflict and Adjustment in The Family

As the 长子嫡孙 (zhang zi di sun), meaning the primogeniture in his kindred; his family, particularly his father, has two major expectations of him – to perform well in his work and to get married, so that he can be the role model for his brother and other cousins.

My father is a businessman; he always wants me to take over his business when he retires. Therefore, he expects a lot from me - I started to work since Standard 5 and he even asked me to stop schooling after Form 5 so that I can concentrate on my work.

William conforms to this expectation. He spends a lot of time and strength on his work. He works 7 days a week! In terms of marriage, William’s parents would pressure him to find a girl friend and arrange matchmaking sessions for him. When William was young, he conformed, with reluctance, to this expectation because he thought it was the only choice he had and he needed to live up to his family’s expectations.

Before I got to know the existence of other gay men in my early thirties, I thought I was the only person who would like the same sex. I had no other choice but to follow the “normal path” - to find a girlfriend and eventually get married and have children. And I also thought that I must not let my family down. Therefore I rather suppressed my needs.

William had three relationships with girls and he once brought his second girl friend to meet his family. He did so out of peer pressure and the pressure from his family and other kindred. 

All of my cousins have girlfriends. And my grandparents want us to have our partners, they especially like us to bring them to their birthday banquet, this will make them happy.

When William was not dating, the parents would nag him to get one. In response, William will avoid such conversation, keep quiet or excuse himself by telling them that he was too busy with the family business. William also attended two matchmakings arranged for him when he was 21 and 23. But William told his parents after the meetings that he was not interested with the candidates and that he was too young to be married. He also told them that he wouldn’t go for any other matchmaking even if they tried to arrange another one for him. Notwithstanding his rejection, he was forced to go for another matchmaking when he was 32. 

The recent matchmaking posed great pressure for William. He knew about it earlier, so he started to go back late at night after work to avoid meeting his parents; he did so until his father had to get hold of him through his mobile phone to arrange the meeting. In the end, William went for the matchmaking session with his parents. Like the previous matchmakings, William excused himself from the match up. But this time his father got angry and coerced him, “Why aren’t you getting married? If you are not married, how can I trust you with the family business?” They had a short argument and William then left the house with much grievance.

I don’t know, but I feel so sad because I spent all my youth on our family business, and it seems to me that I will get nothing if I do not get married!

William’s father also expects him to have children. He always tells William, “I can surpass all my friends/peers in many aspects of my life, except that I don't have grandchildren!” As a businessman, William’s father always socializes with his friends and associates; sometimes William goes along too. Sometimes, the friends or associates of William’s father will ask William if he is married or has children, which makes William and his father feel uneasy. As a result, William will avoid going to these gatherings with his dad.

My dad always regret that he doesn't have grandchildren whenever he attends such gathering with or without me. He then will nag me for not getting married. I just keep quiet or respond in a lackadaisical manner.

Compared to previous years, William now decided that he will not take the notion of filial piety so seriously and to the extent that it forces him to be straight to fulfil his parents’ expectations of him. 

However I can’t tell when the pressure from my family can be so great that I have to change my mind.

William is concerned about his and his family’s reputation; rejection from his family, and his financial and general well being if he chooses to live the gay lifestyle. Therefore he will not come out to his family and is discreet about his homosexuality. He also thinks of leaving Penang and living on his own.

Discussion
The major role expectations for William in his family are getting married, providing grandchildren and taking over the family business. Even though young William experienced stress when he was asked to perform these roles, it may not be justifiable to consider it as role conflict with regard to his gay identity. It is because he had not adopted this identity and acquired the gay subculture norms. The stress, however, may be seen as a result of the incongruence between the expectations and his self-conception (homosexual desire) (cf. Biddle, 1986).

Now William experiences role conflict when it comes to marriage, procreation, filial piety and family reputation. In William’s case, the different reference groups such as, relatives and his father’s associates have intensified his role conflict experiences. And the stress of these role conflicts is compounded by the possible sanctions – losing his rights to inherit the family business and rejection, which are taken into consideration in deciding the adjustment strategies below:

1. Compromise among norms; whereby William will follow the parents’ expectations (part of filial piety) as long as he does not have to commit himself, commit to marriage for example.

2. Avoidance, in which William avoid conflict situation, reference groups or just remain silent. He is also considering the possibility of moving out.

3. Role distance; through which William tried to distance himself from performing the expectations with excuses. 

4. Behavioural adjustment; through which William will remain discreet about his homosexuality and keeping his gay lifestyle private, and hence live a compartmented life.

William did not employ negotiation strategy probably because his negotiation power is limited by his dependence on family business for livelihood. William also does not dare to confront his parents for fear of negative sanctions mentioned above. Like Alfred, William also restructures his view on filial piety to make the problem less worrisome. However, he admits that his parents’ power may overrule his adjustment. 
The Case of Dave

Personal and Family Background

Dave aged 35 and he comes from Kedah. Dave graduated from a local university and is currently working as a manager in a private company. Dave is a Buddhist but he considers himself being not religious. He is non-Chinese educated, but apart from English, Malay and other Chinese dialects, he can also speak Mandarin well. 

Dave comes from a nuclear family. His father (63, higher secondary education, Buddhist) is a retired headmaster; and his mother (62, secondary education, Buddhist) is a retired teacher. Dave is the eldest son in the family. Dave’s family consists of his parents, two younger sisters and a younger brother. Both his sisters are married with children but his younger brother is still single. Dave and his siblings are not staying with their parents in Kedah. Dave is very close to the females in the family, but less close to the males. Although Dave is not staying with his parents, he does make an effort to talk to his parents over the phone and to meet his siblings. Dave’s parents, on the other hand, will also visit all their children in Kuala Lumpur about once in two months. 

Dave hasn’t been staying with his family ever since he was 12 years old. This is because he went to a boarding school for his secondary education and he got into the university in another state. He works Kuala Lumpur after he graduated from the university. However, it wasn’t Dave’s intention to leave his family so that he could live freely as a gay man outside his family. On the contrary, he is very close with his family, especially his mother; they can talk about just anything except the issue of sexuality. 

Gay Identity and Subculture Involvement

Dave realized that he preferred to look at guys instead of girls since he was 11. 

I admire male more than female, and I started to do some reading. By 12, I know what homosexuality is and I realized that I am considered as a homosexual. So I just come to accept myself.

Dave started to meet other gay men when he was 15. Now, Dave cohabits with his male partner in Kuala Lumpur. They have been together for the past 7 years. He socializes with both straight and gay friends and he is out to them. He also comes out in his workplace. He gets involved in gay subculture groups and commercial outlets on a regular basis. Like Alfred, Dave is also concerned about his appearance and does work out in the gym. But he does not dress up in flamboyant clothes. He dresses casually but smartly.

Throughout his life, Dave has never tried to change his sexual orientation. He is comfortable with himself and he did not have to struggle to accept his homosexuality. It was never an issue to him.

I have a good social life, I interact with both straight and gay friends; I go wherever I want, there is no restriction; and I think gay men have more fun.

Role Expectations, Role Conflict and Adjustment in The Family
There was only one occasion when Dave’s parents pestered him to get married. His parents did it when Dave had just graduated from the university about 8 years ago. However, after they saw Dave with his male partner, they stopped bringing up that subject. 

Basically no problem, my parents accepted me after so many years. They know about my partner; we go out together whenever they come to Kuala Lumpur. They’ve been to our place and they know we have been staying together, because there is only one bed in our room. So it is not a problem.

However, Dave did not make it clear verbally to his parents about his homosexuality; he only came out to his siblings. Dave’s parents acquiesce his homosexual relationship, as they do not talk about it openly. 

According to Dave, his parents are quite open-minded about the issue of family lineage. They are not so traditional that they expect him to provide grandchildren to carry the family’s name. Besides, they are contented with grandchildren from Dave’s sister.

They never put such expectation in my personal life. It is more on my career and studies that they have expectations but I do well in my career and studies and to that extent, it was never an issue.
Dave’s parents also do not expect their children to support them financially because they are financially independent. However, they do expect emotional support and care from their children; and it is important for them to be able to meet their children and know that they are doing fine. Nevertheless, Dave does provide some housing and travel allowance for his parents. As his parents are still able to live and travel on their own, Dave has not come out with any solid plan for taking care of his parents. Anyhow, it is not a problem for Dave.

Furthermore, Dave’s parents know that he is independent therefore they don’t really have to worry about him. They have trust in his ability and decisions for his life. His parents also know about how Dave interacts with his siblings, so they somehow leave him to settle family matters as the eldest son in the family.

They trust me to handle situations, whenever there is a conflict, they asked me to go ahead and see how I can solve the problem. So there is a level of trust and confidence that they have in me, I think it helps. It never really worries them that I would have any problems with my sexuality.

Discussion

Dave has not experienced any stress stemming from role conflict in his family. Dave’s parents do expect him to get married, provide care for them, do well in his work and look after his siblings. Compared to Alfred and William, the expectation of marriage is not too intense that it poses a threat to Dave. Besides, Dave was able to hint to his parents about his same-sex relationship, which in turn, changed the parents’ presupposed role expectation for Dave. The parents not only stopped emitting this expectation but also acquiesced to Dave’s homosexuality and same-sex relationship. Dave’s action can be seen as his effort to integrate his homosexuality into his family life, which invalidates the expectation of marriage. According to Chou (2001), the integration of same-sex relationship into the Chinese kinship system is not impossible. One’s male partner can be accepted into his family as close friend or adopted brother. This is because the boundaries of the Chinese familial system are flexible and friendship is also treated as one of the five cardinal relationships in Confucian dictum.
As for the other expectations, Dave performs them without difficulties. He will also provide financial support for his parents even though he is not expected to do so.

The Case of Francis

Personal and Family Background

Francis is 31. He comes from Penang; but he is currently staying in Kuala Lumpur on his own. Francis has a master’s degree and works in the engineering field. Francis does not practise any religion. He is Chinese educated and converses well in Mandarin, English and Malay; he also speaks other Chinese dialects. 

Francis comes from a nuclear family. Francis’s father (60, primary education, religion: uncertain) is a semi retired tailor and his mother (55, primary education, Taoist) is a housewife. His family consists of his parents, three older sisters and a younger sister. He is the only son in his family. So far, only his eldest sister is married with a daughter. Francis’s parents are currently staying with his two sisters in Penang. Francis is close to his mother and is very close to his younger sister that he comes out to her. Francis meets his family members about once a month – either Francis goes back to Penang or his family goes to visit him in Kuala Lumpur. Apart from that, they keep in touch regularly through the telephone.

Gay Identity and Subculture Involvement

Francis noticed that he liked to look at men even when he was in primary school or even as early as kindergarten. However he did not know that was considered as having homosexual tendency. Francis started to have interest in men during high school; and he first got involved in a same-sex relationship in college. Although he did not consider being attracted to the same-sex as morally wrong, he was concerned about the consequences of letting other people know that he was gay – that he might be beaten up or rejected. Francis’s family considers him as a soft person, but they never complained, except for his older sisters who would scold and tease him for being soft and sissy. Therefore, Francis would avoid joining in their conversation, which was the main reason for them to do so. 

Francis first got involved in gay subculture when he was 22. His social life revolves around both gay and straight friends; and his friends and colleagues know that he is gay. Francis has a male partner and he gets involved in gay subculture groups, materials, and hangouts regularly. Francis is also an active volunteer in the MSM (men who have sex with men) outreach programme of PT Foundation. 

Role Expectations, Role Conflict and Adjustment in The Family
Francis came out to his younger sister and she has been very supportive. While other family members know nothing about his homosexuality or his current partner. Now, Francis thinks there is an emerging issue for him to get married, which put him under much pressure.

I think there’s an issue coming up, that’s the pressure for me to get married. My mom, my older sisters and even my aunties are giving me direct hints to find a girlfriend, to get married and form a family – to 成家立业 (cheng jia li ye, to form a family and establish one’s career) and lead a normal life like others.

As the only son in his family, he is expected to get married. As stated by Francis, his parents will only feel at ease if he gets married, but they have yet mentioned about wanting to have grandchildren. Therefore his major problem now is to deal with their expectation for him to get married. However, Francis has decided that he will never follow their expectation to get married.

I will not get married. I have to be truthful to myself. I know I am not interested in the opposite sex, so, why should I force myself into it and create more social problem? I am not doing that to show that I am a filial son. Besides, I can’t be sure if I can sustain the relationship, the marriage or even if I am willing to have sex with her. I believe my family also doesn’t want to see me having an unhappy family.

Consequently Francis has to put off their expectation with excuses such as, he needs to get his apartment done or he is happy with his current situation. Then they will just leave him alone. In any case, Francis will reply them politely and in an insouciant way. On the other hand, his family has yet pushing him too hard and will also try to put it with politeness so as not to annoy him. 

But it all depends, if they try to press me or threaten me, then I will hold firm to my stand too. It doesn’t mean I will come out to them; I’ll just play it by ear. I am also thinking of some possible responses and explanations so that we can resolve this issue without fighting with each other.

Francis also indicates that he will not confront or come out to his family, partly because he respect his parents as long as they respect his position; and he does not want them to know his homosexuality. In fact Francis worries about letting them know for fear of conflict and rejection. This is because Francis’s parents may think that having a gay son is a shame and therefore it is hard for them to face their relatives and friends.

I worry about their face too. And that's why I don’t want to let them know about my sexual orientation.

In order to keep his family in the dark about his gay lifestyle, Francis lived a double life before he move to Kuala Lumpur three years ago, he left Penang mainly because of his homosexuality.

It has a lot to do with my homosexuality! I wanted to leave because I don’t want to stay with my family. I felt that staying with my family was a drawback for me to have my own life. I prefer not to stay with them while having “another life.” It will be very hard for me, because I need to tell them with whom I go out with and etc. Besides, I wanted a relationship, and I think it was very hard for me to develop a relationship if I stay at home, I would have too many things to consider.

Even when Francis is in Kuala Lumpur, he has to reschedule his date with his partner whenever his family visits him. He also needs to plan ahead and sometimes make up excuses when his partner or gay friends follow him to Penang.  These are also sources of Francis’s problem and pressure apart from marriage. Nevertheless, Francis and his partner are satisfied with the current arrangement.

Apart from not being able to fulfil his parents’ expectation for getting married or perhaps procreation, Francis considers himself being a good son in his family; he is filial, considerate, obedient and sensible in most aspects. He has a stable job and he gives his parents pocket money even he is not expected to. 

I know I will not fulfil their expectation by getting married and having children. But I will do my best to satisfy their other needs. I think that’s a compensation for them.

Discussion

As the only son in the family, Francis is expected to get married and establish his career, as in “cheng jia li ye”. But the expectation for him to have children is not as clear. Francis also perceives the needs for him to respect his parents and to maintain the family reputation. 

Francis encounters role conflict when he is expected to get married. For which, he will engage in the following adjustment strategies:

1. Choice among norm; whereby Francis chooses not to follow the parents’ expectations, which followed by;
2. Role distance; through which Francis distances himself from performing the expectations with excuses, and he does it tactfully.
3. Behavioural adjustment; in which Francis compensates the parents by satisfying their other needs.

Francis also experiences role conflict between keeping his parents’ faces and family reputation and living a liberal gay lifestyle. In order to resolve this stressful situation, he engaged in several adjustment strategies:
1. Behavioural adjustment; whereby he lived a compartmented life, but it was an undesired way of life for Francis, so he opted for the second strategy.
2. Avoidance; through which he moved out from his family to another city.

Nonetheless, as he still needs to maintain his position as the son in the family, therefore he keeps in touch with his family. But the conflict situation will extend to where he lives now when his family visits him. There he readjusts his dating schedule to keep his family in the dark about his homosexual relationship. Sometimes, he makes up excuses when he brings his partner or gay friends back to Penang.

In short, Francis’s adjustment strategies are more subtle compare to Alfred’s, and yet more assertive compare to William’s. This is because Francis’s parents are not as aggressive as the others’; there is no need for Francis to be more confrontational. Francis does not want to rock the boat as long as everyone is relaxed with the current situation. After all, he is still considered as a good son.

CONCLUSION

From the above discussion, the role expectations of the son in the family of the four respondents are similar yet vary in form and intensity. The common role expectations are marriage, procreation, filial piety, career performance and maintaining family reputation. Among these role expectations, marriage and procreation are part of filial piety. These role expectations, as highlighted in the theoretical framework, are either (a) normative expectations of the son, as filial piety in Confucian dictum; (b) the expectations of other player – parents; and (c) other reference groups, such as other family members, relatives and family’s friends or associates.

Not all these role expectations will result in role conflict with regard to respondents’ homosexuality, for example, career performance and certain aspects of filial piety such as, taking care of and providing for the parents. It is because these roles do not contradict with the gay subculture conduct norms of non-heterosexual behaviours. But the expectation of continuing family linage (procreation) through heterosexual marriage has resulted in much stress among the respondents (except Dave). And this conflict situation may be complicated by the expectation of following the parents’ wish in filial piety. In addition, as homosexuality is subjected to stigmatisation (Goffman, 1993), some respondents also experience role conflict in maintaining the family reputation. For instance, Francis feels responsible for his parents’ face and William cares about his family’s reputation because he comes from a renowned business family.
The intensity of stress stemming from role conflict varies according to: (a) the extent that the respondents are pressured to take on the role expectations; (b) the possible sanction and rejection; and (c) the respondents’ adjustment abilities and capacities. However, the role expectations of the son will change or become invalidated when context of role expectation changes, for instance, Alfred’s pressure to get married was lifted after his brother got married; and the role expectation of marriage was dropped after Alfred and Dave came out to their parents. 

The major adjustment strategies taken by the respondents in face of the role conflict include: (a) choice among norms; (b) compromise among norms; (c) negotiation of expectations; (d) restructuring one’s view of the expectation; (e) role distance; (f) avoidance and (g) behavioural adjustment. The choice of adjustment strategies is depended on the personal adjustment abilities and styles; perceived sanction; and the authority of the other players (parents).  However, these adjustment strategies can only act as a buffer to ease the respondents’ stress of role conflicts, they are not the ultimate solution to these role conflicts. The ultimate solution, as demonstrated by Alfred and Dave, perhaps, is to integrate one’s gay identity into the family life. 

From the preceding discussion, it can be concluded that through the negotiations of roles in one’s family, the respondents formed their different outlooks and lifestyles as gay men, and hence their gay identities. Therefore the gay identities of these respondents, or perhaps the Chinese gay men in Malaysia or Asia in general, are not as monolithic as most people assumed it to be, and they can only be understood, mainly, in the context of their interactions within their families (cf. Chou, 2001). This unique feature of Asian gay identities makes them distinct from the gay identities of most Western societies, where individualism rather than familism is valued.

NOTES


 Pink Triangle – besides the Rainbow Flag, the inverted pink triangle is another emblem for the Western LGBT liberation movement. It was originally worn by homosexuals in captivity in the Nazi concentration camps during World War II.

2 Public places, for example: park, shopping mall, public area or restroom where gay men or men who have sex with men (MSM) can find each other for social interaction or sexual activities.

3 Penal Code, Chapter XVI, Article 377A, “Any person who has sexual connection with another person by the introduction of the penis into the anus or mouth of the other person is said to commit carnal intercourse against the order of nature”; and in Article 377B, “Whoever voluntarily commits carnal intercourse against the order of nature shall be punished with imprisonment for a term which may extend to 20 years, and shall also be liable to whipping.”

4 This is how the former Prime Minister of Malaysia, Tun Dr. Mahathir commented on homosexuality, with regard to Anwar’s sodomy trial (Business Times: 26th September 1998).

5 These words were expressed by the head of education and research at Malaysia's Islamic Affairs Department, Abdul Kadir Che Kob in an interview with TIME Asia (Ramakrishnan, 2000).

6 This typology has been used in researching women’s coping mechanisms in role conflict situation (Biddle, 1986).
7 “Coming out”, “out” or “come out from the closet” is the act of self-admission or disclosure of one’s homosexuality to others. 

8 “Straight” refers to heterosexual.
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Business Times (26th September 1998). Mahathir: I do not want an immoral person to take over. 

Sin Chew Jit Poh (23rd July 2002). 侏罗纪公园：寻找男同志足迹（Jurassic Park: Looking for the Footsteps of Male Tongzhi).
NTV7 (8th June 2003). Edisi Siasat Mandarin (Mandarin Investigative Edition).

TV2 (10th, 11th & 12th December 2003). Mandarin News on 2.

Radio 4 (4th December 2003, 5pm – 7pm).

Utopia Asian Gay & Lesbian Resources (3rd May 2003). Travel & Resources: Malaysia. http://www.utopia-asia.com/tipsmala.htm
Yahoo Groups (3rd May 2003). http://groups.yahoo.com

APPENDICES

Appendix A: Examples of Malaysia-based Gay Websites:

1. forPLU.com (http://forplu.com/)

2. GayCapitalKL (http://members.tripod.com/gaycapitalkl/)

3. Gay Club Malaysians & Singaporeans (http://www.geocities.com/WestHollywood/3676/)

4. GayMalaysiaOnline.Com (http://www.geocities.com/gaymelayu/)

5. LesBiGay Malaysia Online (http://www.geocities.com/bi_mal_2000/)

6. Malaysian Gay and Lesbian Club (http://www.webnection.com/mglc/index.shtml)

7. Out In Malaysia (http://www.outinmalaysia.com) (Website Closed)
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