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ABSTRACT

This paper is a response to the recent discussion among members of Parliament, academic members, the general public and the media concerning this community known locally as mak nyahs. Generally the present Malaysian society perceive this community in a negative manner, labeling them as sexual deviants, without ever knowing anyone of them or having an understanding on the concepts of gender, sexuality and transsexualism. However, about 50 years back, this community was accepted by the society. At present, the consequences of this negative perception towards the community are discrimination and marginalisation. 

This paper will introduce a representative research carried out in 2000 on 507 mak nyah respondents on their characteristics. It will show that mak nyahs share basic characteristics with other transsexual identities in the region and throughout the world. This phenomenon cannot be explained socially as perceived by the general public. Most researchers accept that it could be due to both biological and social factors.  


Finally, this paper will discuss what should and could we do with this marginalized community. 

INTRODUCTION

In 1948, Afred Kinsey, lead author of the “Kinsey Report”, which was based on a research where interviews were carried out with over 10,000 thousand white men and women about their sexual feelings and behaviour, wrote (Le Vay, 1996; 47):

“Males do not represent two discrete populations, heterosexual and homosexual….Only the human mind invents categories and tries to force facts into separated pigeon-holes. The living world is a continuum in each and every one of its aspects. The sooner we learn this concerning human behaviour, the sooner we shall reach a sound understanding of the realities of sex.”

Kinsey developed a seven point scale to express the sexual orientation of his subjects, in which ‘zero’ indicates complete heterosexuality, and ‘six’ complete homosexuality, with ‘three’ as equally heterosexual and homosexual. Although there has been considerable debate on the reliability of the Kinsey survey, more recent studies by Wellings, Johnson and Wadsworth (1994), and Laumann, Gagnon, Michael and Michaels (1994) do support Kinsey’s claim that sexual orientation is on a continuum (Le Vay; 1996; 50). However, homosexuality is far less common than heterosexuality. There is still no consensus on the prevalence of people with different sexual orientation. The highest percentage cited was 10% of the total population. However, many researchers have mentioned a lower figure (Le Vay, 1996; 60-64). 


The transsexual phenomenon involves both sexual orientation issues as well as gender issues. They like members of the same sex and at the same time consider themselves as having the gender of the opposite sex. 

The term ‘transsexuals’ refers to both male to female transsexuals, that is males who want to be females in every aspect, and female to male transsexuals, that is females who want to be males in every aspect. The ultimate goal of the majority of transsexuals is a sex change operation. The word ‘transsexual’ is a Western term. It has been generally agreed that the local culture, tradition and religion do influence their identity. Certain countries have their local terms for the transsexual community, for example, hijras in India, kathoeys in Thailand, warias in Indonesia and accault in Burma (Myanmar).

The Malaysian term for male to female transsexuals is mak nyah (Teh, 1998: 169). This term refers to those who have undergone sex change operations as well as to those who have not. It has been estimated that there are about 10,000 mak nyahs in the country (Teh, 1998: 169). About 70% to 80% are Malay; the rest are made up of Chinese, Indian and other minority ethnic groups. Islam is the religion of the Malay population and is the official religion of Malaysia. The majority of mak nyahs are Muslim.

Islam permits only khunsa or hermaphrodites to undergo a sex change operation so that the person can be either a female or a male (Teh, 2002; 46). However, Islam forbids males to behave like females in terms of cross-dressing, wearing make-up, injecting hormones to enlarge their breasts, and undergoing sex change operations.

 
In 1983, the Conference of Rulers in Malaysia decided that a fatwa prohibiting sex change operations should be imposed on all Muslims, with the exception of hermaphrodites (Teh, 2002; 46). Cross-dressing is also prohibited. Thus, Muslim mak nyahs are considered to violate the tenets of Islam, and consequently are non-entities in Malaysian society. They could be charged in the Syariah Court for violating the tenets of Islam.

Non-Muslim mak nyahs are mainly Buddhists, Christians or Hindus. They are generally allowed to be mak nyahs, although their religion may not allow it. This is because there are no official religious rulings, as there are among Muslims, to enforce the prohibition. Occasionally, they are caught by the police for cross-dressing, and charged with indecent behaviour under section 21 of the Minor Offences Act 1955.

  METHODOLOGY
The sample of my 2000 research, which this paper is based on, consisted of 507 mak nyahs. This is approximately 5% of the estimated population of mak nyahs. As there is no information on the breakdown by race, age or number of mak nyahs across the 13 states in Malaysia, the respondents were drawn from the eight states where the mak nyahs usually live (as estimated by IKHLAS, Pink Triangle). The mak nyahs usually live in the town centre of the eight states for job purposes. The majority of the respondents were Malays (86%). Chinese, Indians and others made up 5%, 4% and 3% respectively of the total number of respondents.

The religious affiliation of the respondents was 88% Islam, 5% Christian, 3% Buddhist, and 3% Hindu. Two of the respondents were non-believers and one respondent belonged to a religion other than those listed.

The majority of the respondents had secondary school education (74%). Only 3% had attended an institute of higher learning. About half of the respondents (54%) were sex workers. Many of the respondents (73%) had an income of less than RM1,000 per month. About 30% of them lived below or around the poverty line of RM500.

THE MAK NYAHS IN MALAYSIA

In summary, the findings of my research shows the following characteristics of mak nyahs (Teh, 2002, 99-101):

1. They are clearly more feminine than heterosexual males. They realised they were different from other boys when they were quite young. They think of themselves as girls when they are small. They have sisters as well as brothers as role models. They are closer to the female members in their families and spend more time with them. They help out with the different household chores at home. Their families are generally a happy one. Some of them do have other family members like them. Many of their family members cannot accept them. 

2. They play with female toys and see themselves as a girl when they are small. They also usually play with girls. 

3. They like to wear female clothes and they start cross-dressing when they are young. Having a body shape and breasts like women are very important to them. The more they are like women, the more satisfied and happy they are. This prompted them to take female hormones. They are generally introduced to hormones intake by their friends and they do not have proper medical supervision as to the amount they should take. Some opted for breast implants as well. 

4. They give themselves female names and would rather be called by their female names.

5. They prefer to use female toilets than male ones. 

6. They hate their penis and would like to have the sex change operation if their religion permitted them to do so. However, since their religion disallow them to undergo the sex change operation, they have learned to accept having their penis as part of their body. Some who could not accept their penis and have internal conflicts about their identity have tried committing suicide. Those who are not restricted by their religion will go for the operation if they can afford it. The Muslim mak nyahs do have deep respect for their religion. Otherwise, they would have gone for the sex change operation. 

7. They are attracted to men when they are young, and their first date and first sexual encounter is with a man. 

8. They are not attracted to women and would never have sex with a woman as they see themselves as heterosexual women. Having sex with another woman means a lesbian relationship. 
9. They see themselves as women in their dreams and sexual fantasies, and their partners as men.

10. They do not derive erotic pleasure from their penis. Most of them are passive receivers, especially with their boyfriends, during sexual intercourse. They become active participants usually because they are paid by their clients to so do as many of them are sex workers. 

11. Many of them hope to get married one day and have their own family. 

12. A large number of them are sex workers as they have difficulty securing a decent job. 

13. Their housemates are both mak nyahs and non-mak nyahs. They usually have problems renting or buying houses.

14. They are at risk of being caught by the police and the Islamic authority for indecent behaviour and cross-dressing. 

15. The society generally cannot accept them and make fun of them.

16. The society gives them derogatory names and labels them as weirdos, freaks or sexual deviants. 

17. They do not have a proper support group to help them with their different problems.

18. They have many social problems like financial problems, securing housing loans and adopting children.

19. They are unhappy that they have problems changing their male names in their identity cards and passports to that of a female one, especially for those who have gone for the sex change operation.

20. They want to continue being mak nyahs even though they face many problems as deep in their hearts, they feel they are women.

CHARACTERISTICS WHICH MAK NYAHS SHARE WITH OTHER MALE TO FEMALE TRANSSEXUALS

Mak nyahs in Malaysia basically share the same characteristics as transsexuals in other parts of the world. The following are some of these similarities (Teh, 2002; 102-108):

1. In 1966, Benjamin reported that the sex organs were objects of hatred and disgust for the transsexuals which drove them to seek sex conversion surgery. Even though two thirds of my respondents could accept their penis, 78% would have a sex change operation if their religion permitted them to do so. As mentioned earlier, many of the mak nyahs could accept their penis because of social and religious factors affecting their decision;

2. Stoller (1973) reported that erotic pleasure in the penis did not exist in the true transsexual. Many of my respondents did not derive erotic pleasure from their penis. Most of them were passive receivers, especially with their boyfriends, during sexual intercourse. They became active participants usually because they were paid by their clients to so do as many of them were sex workers;

3. Items that Leavitt and Berger (1990) looked into include age, education, marital history, age when subject first started cross-dressing either fully or partially, years living full time in the cross-gender role, repugnance for genitals, history of sexual attraction to women, and developmental history involving preference for feminine toy play, feminine play partners, and avoidance of masculine activity. The transsexuals showed greater cross-gender behaviour early in life and more consolidation of feminine identity later in life. Feminine toy play and female playmates were almost universal in their histories. They totally denied sexual attraction to females and heterosexual behaviour, and none reported marriage. Transsexuals shared a common aversion to their penis and rarely experienced fetish arousal. They also appeared psychologically healthy. They were sexually active with males, but did not allow their penis to be involved in sexual activity. The Pearson Correlation in my study showed that there were correlations between 1) age when they realised they were different, 2) age when they first cross-dressed, 3) age when they first liked men, and 4) age when they first had sex. This suggested that all the 4 items could have happened at around the same time for a significant number of respondents. As for attraction to females, 96% of the respondents had never been attracted to a girl, but out of this group, 9 of them had ever had sex with a girl. This could possibly be the fact that these respondents might not have totally accepted their transsexual identity at that time. As for the types of toys they played with when they were small, 68% played with only female toys, 29% played with both male and female toys, and only 3% played with male toys. Out of these 3% or 15 respondents, 3 of them also felt that they were males when they were small. These 3 respondents were suspected not to be transsexuals. As for the roles they played when small, 82%  played the female role, 17% played both male and female roles and only 1% played the male role. 68% had only girls as their childhood playmates, 31% had both girls and boys while only 1% had only boys. When crosstabulations were done between the roles they played during playtime, the toys they played with and the gender they felt they belong to when small, many of the respondents (about 52%) who felt they were female when small also played with only female toys and adopted the female role when playing. Some of the respondents (about 6%) who felt they were female, however, adopted both male and female roles when playing and also played with male and female toys. A large number (about 23%) also felt that they were both male and female when they were small. In this group, about 68 of them (about 14%) played with only female toys or adopted only the female role when playing. About half of the respondents (53%) realised they were different from the other boys when they were less than 11 years old;

4. Doorn and others (1994: 187) said that the taking of a feminine name “should be viewed as a major rite of passage for the transvestite, it is the transvestite’s most explicit statement that a cross-gender identity has emerged”. All the respondents in my study had feminine names.

5. Doorn and others (1994) also said that fantasies like being a woman and having sexual intercourse with a male might occur. Majority of my respondents (92%) dreamt and saw themselves in their sexual fantasy as females. As for the others, they were still not clear of their sexual identity in their dreams and their sexual fantasy as they saw themselves as both male and female. Only 3 of the respondents had dreamt and seen themselves in their sexual fantasy as males. As mentioned earlier, at least 3 of the respondents in this research were suspected not to be transsexuals. Majority of the respondents (92%) saw themselves as females and their partners as males in their sexual fantasies.
6. Kuiper and Cohen-Kettenis (1988) reported that transsexuals were highly dissatisfied with a penis and testes. They concluded that the more the transsexuals have female physical sex characteristics, the more they were satisfied with their body. This was in accordance with that of a control group of biological women. In my study, having breasts and body shape like women were very important to a significant number of the respondents, in particular for those who cross-dressed full time. A large number of respondents took hormones and about 21% of them had breast implant. Many of the respondents wanted to have sex change operation. Those who were not happy would definitely be happier if they had the operation compared to those who were already happy. However, even for those who were already happy, a significant number of them would undergo the sex change operation if their religion permitted them to do so. A significant number of them who had ever tried committing suicide would be happy if they could have the sex change operation; 

7. Coleman and others (1992) reported that their observation supported the universality of the different behaviours (sexuality) in mankind, but they also recognised that these behaviours were locally interpreted in their own sociocultural and religious context. In Burma, greater importance was placed on spiritual or mental phenomena than physical acts as in Western society. The acault had no personal moral responsibility for being sexually different compared to other religions such as Islam and Christianity. In Malaysia, the transsexuals share many similar characteristics as transsexuals in other parts of the world. However, there are also behaviours which are locally interpreted in their sociocultural and religious context. Many of the respondents, in particular Muslim respondents, had promised their parents, especially their mothers, who had agreed and accepted them as mak nyahs in return that they would not have the operation done. This was because if they had undergone the sex change operation, it would pose a problem for them to be buried as a male or female according to the Muslim rites. For example, the Muslim burial rites state that only a female could bathe the body of another female which does not include the mak nyahs even though they may have undergone the sex change operation. Mak nyahs, with the sex changed female organ, could also not be bathed by a male. Some even believed that their souls will float aimlessly when they die because their bodies are not what God has originally given them. Their beliefs are being substantiated by the enforcement of the religious edicts by the police and the Islamic authority as Islam is the official religion in Malaysia. Many of the respondents, particularly the Muslim respondents, had accepted their penis as part of their body. They would continue to be mak nyahs and cross-dressed. However, there are also some elderly Muslim mak nyahs who have decided to revert back to dressing up as men. When asked the reason for doing so, they said that they were getting old and they had to be prepared so that they could be buried as men according to their religion. However, when asked if they still felt they were females, they said that deep inside, they still had the same feeling as before. 

The above comparisons of the findings of this study and those that were carried out in other countries show many similarities between the mak nyahs and transsexuals in other parts of the world. It is highly unlikely that transsexualism is a social or cultural phenomena per se. This is because different parts of the world have difference social and cultural factors, and would have influenced the transsexuals differently. The transsexuals would, therefore, not share so much similarities around the world. The transsexual phenomena could, certainly, not be adequately explained by social or cultural factors. Likewise, this research could not pinpoint any specific social or cultural factor or factors that caused the phenomena. Perhaps transsexualism is a more complex phenomena that needs the explanation of biological and environmental factors besides the social and cultural factors. 


Although the Muslim transsexuals in Malaysia, which form the majority in the transsexual community, share similar characteristics as transsexuals in other parts of the world, many of them have accepted the fact that they are not allowed to have the sex change operation due to their religious beliefs. To many of them, cross-dressing and the deep feeling that they are females are enough for them to have the identity of transsexuals. 


As for the non-Muslim mak nyahs, they share similar transsexual characteristics as their Muslim counterparts. Since there are no official restrictions imposed on them like their Muslim counterparts, even though their religion may not accept transsexualism, many do lead the life they wanted, including going for the sex change operation if they could afford it. They also have less problems with their family members compared to their Muslim counterparts. Occasionally, they could be caught by the police during their raids for indecent behaviour under the Minor Offences Act 1955. This do not deter them from cross-dressing or going for the sex change operation.

WHAT SHOULD WE DO WITH THE MAK NYAHS?

The mak nyahs had a better standard of living during the colonial days (Teh, 2002; 129-130). There were less sex workers then as compared to present day. Many were Mak Andams (bride’s attendants), joget dancers, cooks or artistes. In my interview with a 63 years old mak nyah, it was related that mak nyahs during the colonial time were a happy lot as they were left to be who they wanted to be. The police and the Islamic religious authorities did not harrass them. The police were good to them and accepted them as they were. Sometimes, the police even gave them a treat, but never asked them for any favours. Many mak nyahs went overseas to have their sex change operation as they could afford it since they were earning good money. Those who had their sex change operations could have their names and gender in their identity cards changed to that of females. 

Today most mak nyahs in Malaysia are employed as sex workers. More than a third of them live below the poverty line of RM500 (Teh, 2002; 56-57). Only a small percentage (4%) of transsexuals actually obtain higher educational degrees. The community as a whole suffers high levels of discrimination, which limits their ability to acquire well-paid jobs and this contributes to their relative impoverishment. The current conditions vary sharply from earlier years, where the community faced less stigma and had greater employment opportunities.

The changing status of transsexuals in Malaysia was closely tied to changes in the political climate, notably the ability of the community to obtain a sex change operation. Before 1983, sex change operations were carried out in Malaysia, although few in number due to the lack of qualified surgeons specializing in this area. The Universiti Hospital (University Malaya Medical Centre) was one of a few hospitals that performed sex change operations. The University Hospital had very meticulous procedures in place before it would carry out an operation. For example, a transsexual patient opting for sex change operation would have to undergo two years of pre-counseling to ensure that the operation was really what the patient wanted. They would also have to go through two years of post-counseling so that they could adjust to their new roles.  


The fatwa that was decreed by the Conference of Rulers in 1983 changed the whole scenario. Muslim mak nyahs, with the exception of khunsas, are banned from having the sex change operations. Muslim surgeons are also prohibited from carring out sex change operations. The immediate effect of the law was to increase the stigmization of the transsexual community. Muslim mak nyahs were now considered violators of the tenets of Islam, and consequently less moral.

The religious non-acceptance and stigmization of the mak nyahs has increased discrimination against them. Besides having problems getting decent paying jobs, they were teased and called derogatory names, they have problems renting a place to live, getting bank loans to purchase their own homes and legally adopting children as they are considered unfit parents (Teh, 1998; 176-179). The mak nyahs who have had a sex change operation cannot change their names and gender in their identity cards to that of females. They could only add their new female names beside their original ones on their identity cards, but their gender remains the same. The lack of a genuine official gender status creates problems for them; they cannot purchase health insurance because they have female organs while their identity cards state that they are males. They also have problems at the immigration as they look female, but their documentation states that they are males. The impact has negatively affected the quality of life of this community.

The discrimination and non-acceptance by society that the male to female transsexuals in Malaysia face have contributed to self-destructive behaviour like drug abuse. It has been estimated that about half of the mak nyah community and about 80% of the transsexual sex workers are addicted to drugs (Teh, 2003). The implication of this self-destructive behaviour on HIV/AIDS cannot be ignored since HIV/AIDS cases have already been detected in this community. About 14 % of the mak nyah community had tried committing suicide (Teh, 2002; 88). If this situation is left unchecked, it will get worse. 

The transsexual phenomenon is a complex one that involves both biological and social explanation as shown in many studies. Almost all the mak nyahs want to continue their lives as they are as they have a deep feeling that they are women even though they are not accepted by society. Instead of pushing the 10,000 mak nyahs to the fringe of society and causing their quality of life to deteriorate, it is timely to accept them back into the fold of society by understanding and helping them, especially when HIV/AIDS cases are increasing in Malaysia. The society and the government should treat them fairly with equal rights and give them the much needed help like the other citizens of the country. Otherwise, we are the ones who are causing misery to a group of people who are just trying to be themselves and not harming anyone else. The following are some of the immediate concerns of the mak nyahs:

1. The government should take the lead to help dispel discrimination on the mak nyahs. It could begin by allowing those who have undergone sex change operations to have their gender listed as female. Once this takes place, it could automatically solve a few other problems, for example, they could purchase insurance. 

2. For the mak nyahs who are poor, they should be treated like any poor citizen and given access to financial help like the micro credit schemes. On top of this scheme, the government should provide mentors to those who would like to start small businesses, but do not have the skills and are not confident to undertake this venture.

3. As what constitute indecent behaviour in the Minor Offences Act is not defined and vague, the police could disregard decent crossdressing as indecent behaviour. The mak nayhs are generally decently crossdressed. Crossdressing is a very important part of the transsexual phenomena as it is part of the coming out process. Moreover, most mak nyahs have said that the detention by the police and the Islamic authority will not deter them from continuing to crossdress. 

4. As owning as house is a problem to the mak nyahs due to difficulties in getting a bank loan, the government could help them by letting them purchase low cost houses built by the government. 

5. Specific transsexual health care should also be made available to them in government hospital since majority of them are poor. If this is not provided to them, they will self medicate and this will be harmful not only to themselves, but also to their clients since more than half of them are sex workers. The doctors looking after their welfare should also be knowledgeable and sensitive towards transsexual issues.

6. The transsexual community is also confused as to which toilet they should use. They prefer to use the female toilets as they consider themselves as females. However, the biological females may not be comfortable with them. Perhaps we should consider doing what Thailand has done, that is having separate toilets for them in places where they are prominent or else make it official that they could use female toilets. 

7. In police lockups, they would prefer to have separate cells from the men, especially when many of them have breasts. They would also like the police to be more sensitive towards them, for example, they should not be made to strip in front of other males. 

The above are some of the immediate issues that should be looked into by the relevant authorities. Transsexualism has been a part of the world for many decades. Since it has been widely accepted as partly a biological issue, they should be given the same treatment, opportunities and quality of life like other citizens in Malaysia instead of pushing them to the fringe of society and having to do sex work for their livelihood.
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