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Ml aysi

Rai s Nur

Author’s note: This account is not by any neans neant
to be a country report of leshian rights. It is at best an
attenpt to share sonme experiences of |eshians in Milaysia
and is linted by nany factors, including class, ethnicity,
and geographi cal | ocation.

t is not every day that |eshians get a nention in the
Mal aysi an nedi a. However, in Decenber 1994, the head-
lines of awdely circulated daily in Milaysia read: “Mte
accused of killing | esbian freed.” According to the Sar
newspaper, “A factory worker accused of nurdering her
housenat e who nade | eshian advances at her was freed by
a seven-nman jury who accepted her clai mof sel f-defence.”*
Inits three-day coverage, the Sar reiterated typica pub-
lic perceptions of leshians: that they al |ook |ike and behave
Iike men. The message was consistent with the nmass
nedia s portrayal of |eshians as unnatural and deviant.
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LESBI ANI SM AND THE STATE I N MALAYSI A

The above-nentioned case coincided with a systenatic
canpai gn by the Ml aysian government, wth support from
religious quarters, to condenm acts of honwosexuality, abor-
tion, and drug abuse, which they pointed to as causes of the
disintegration of the Ml aysian famly. This canpai gn was
presented under the rubric of uphol ding “Asian val ues,”
vhich, inthe governnent’s view were in conflict wth all of
the acts in question.

Leshi anismis not outlawed in Ml aysia. Section 377D of
the crininal code prohibits “gross indecency,” but this lawis
not known to have ever been enforced agai nst |eshians. The
Mnor Cifences Act of 1955, which prohibits acts that
offend public norality, is often used agai nst sex workers and
transsexual s; it too, coul d conceivably be used against |es-
bians, but there are no known cases of this happeni ng.

In 1994 there were two naj or assaults on Ml aysi an
wonen, and in particular on young wonen. |n Septenber of
that year, an articleinthe New Straits Tines drew public
attention to a group of teenage wonmen—boh sias —who
hung out in public places and engaged in casual sex wth
men. The article generated further coverage in several
papers and brought a strong response fromthe govern-
nent. The VWnen and Grls Protection Act of 1973, which
permits the arrest and detention of young wonen who nay
be “exposed to noral danger” or who are “being used for
the purpose of prostitution or any inmoral purposes,” was
used to arbitrarily round up these young wonen (incl udi ng
those who frequented shopping nalls) in the nane of pro-
tecting them Smlarly, the Act was used in a case where
the then Chief Mnister of Milacca, RahimTanby Chik, was
accused of being sexual |y involved wth a 16-year-old girl.
According to Ml aysian law this woul d be classified as
statutory rape. However, despite acknow edging that there

o



| GLHRC Book Mal aysia 7/23/03 10:30 éﬂ Page 107

MALAYSI A 107

were “strong suspicions,” the Attorney General announced
that the case was dropped as there was insufficient evi-
dence for it to be brought to the court.? Thus, while the Mn-
ister was not prosecuted, the 16-year-old was put under
police custody and later sent to a rehabilitation center using
the Vénen and Grls Protection Act.

The Wnen and Grls Protection Act, while it makes no
nention of |eshians, shows the Iengths to which the state
wll goto control wonen's sexuality. Another neans of con-
trol isthe Interna Security Act (1SH which gives the Sate
the right to detain anyone it perceives as being a threat to
national security. Snce its passage in 1960, this |aw has
been used according to the whins of the state, and given
the current enphasis on norality and “Asian values,” it is
quite possible that it could be used agai nst sexual minorities
if the need arises.

A though Ml aysia has only briefly been a police state
(when the Emergency was declared in 1969 and Parli anent
was suspended for several nonths), and has never been
domnated by a strong presence of the mlitary, fear of the
lawand authorities is enough to keep all citizens in check,
especi al Iy those who know they are perceived as “noral |y
devi ant.”

THE STATUS OF LESBI ANS VERSUS GAY MEN

The AICS epidemc has led to the rise of a visible gay
organi zation, Ank Triangle (PT), that at least in the eyes of
the Health Mnistry is considered to be credible. Athough PT
opens its doors to | eshian participation, the organizationis
predominatel y nal e and the ngjority of its work is wth gay
nen. In the face of this epidenic, the Ml aysian governnent
has reached out to all quarters to assist in curbing the
spread of HV and AIDS Recogni zing PT as one of the few
organi zations (if not the only one) working with the gay
nal e coomunity, the state seens to have “closed its eyes”
for now on the honosexual el enent of the organization.®
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Such state recognition and opportunity for |egitinacy, how
ever, has not been extended to the | eshian popul ati on,
whi ch the governnent rarely acknow edges in any way.

Li kew se, while gay spots and events in Kual a Lunpur
draw crowds including the rich and fanous, such a response
is not experienced by the | eshian conmunity. The only
known | eshi an space organi zed for the mddl e-class commu-
nity in Kual a Lunpur was closed by the proprietors wthin a
year of operations to nake way for an even nore excl usive
space for upper niddl e-class | eshians. * The ngjority of |es-
bians in Kuala Lunpur have little access to public spaces in
whi ch they can be open about their sexual orientation.

Gonpared to the “progress” nade by gay nen, then, |es-
bians in Ml aysia are far behind. The cl osest equival ent to
Pink Triangle is a | eshian group which started in 1992.
Athough it does not identify publicly as a leshian group,
over the last fewyears it has becone increasingly known
anong the local |eshian conmunity, particularly anong Chi -
nese leshians. The early days of the group's existence were
spent grappling wth direction and objectives, and its nem
bers have only recently begun to clarify their objectives of
enpover i ng | eshians and bui | di ng community.

LESBI ANl SM AND THE WOMEN S MOVEMENT

The wonen’ s novenent in Ml aysia consists of a spec-
trumof groups, fromthe ultra-conservatives to those nore
open-mnded and |iberal. None have cone out in support of
lesbian rights. Wile legal reformis not at the forefront for
al vonen's groups, it issignificant that cals to anend Arti -
cle 8 of the Federal Gonstitution—which currently prohibits
di scrimnation on the basis of religion, race, descent, or
place of birth but not discrimnation on the basis of sex—
have gone unheeded.

The invisibility of |eshians in wonen's groups often
depends on the group’ s openness to di scussing wonen’ s
sexual ity nore generally. Wiile the nore progressive groups
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appear to have no objections (in theory) to addressing
issues related to sexuality, nany wonen's groups are resis-
tant to it. If the experience of a Kuala Lunpur-based
wonen's group is any indication, efforts to nention sexua -
ity, especially in a way which challenges norns, wll not be
tol erated even by sone wonen's groups. As part of its work
to rai se young wonen's awareness about safe sex, the Al
Vénen’ s Action Society produced a booklet entitled Linds
Dl enma: The story of a young worman and Al DS. It vas
obtained by a local tabloid and for three days the paper ran
articles pronounci ng the bookl et to be pornographic and
saying that it pronoted free sex because the bookl et nen-
tioned kissing, licking, and nassaging and included a clinical
di agramon how to use a condom® Several wonen’ s groups
cane out in opposition to the booklet, saying that it was
cuturdly insensitive.

Gxtainly, another reason for the invisibility of leshians in
Milaysiais that |eshians inpose it on thensel ves for fear of
public backl ash if they are too outspoken. Here support by
wonen' s groups is essential; the absence of this support
contributes tothe ongoing invisibility of |eshians.

CONCLUSI ON

A though | eshians in Ml aysi a have nuch to do to create a
safe environment, there are indications of change. For
exanpl e, the fornation of the |eshian group nentioned
above woul d never have been concei vabl e 10 years ago.
Even the exodus of |eshians to overseas countries, as wt -
nessed in the '70s and ' 80s, has slowed in recent years.
However, it remains to be seen who will dare to lead the
fight for lesbian rights and howthey will acconplish this
enor nous t ask.
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NOTES

1 “Mte accused of killing leshian freed,” Sar, 18 Decenber
1994. See also “Leshian tried to rape ne: accused,” Sar, 15
Decenber 1994.

2 Sar, 22 ctober 1994.

30 course the state is not nonolithic. Thus, in spite of sone
level of acceptance and tol erance, the gay conmunity is still
subjected to periodic attacks fromother quarters of the state.
Anincident several years ago at a local gay bar saw hundreds of
gay nen rounded up and kept at the police station over night on
the pretext of having their urine tested for drugs. Mre dis-
turbing, however, was the presence of the press during the
raid and the repercussions that folloned after photos of the
incident and references nade to the gay bar were published the
followng day. See “Kelab gay di serbu: 263 orang ditahan”
(“Gy club raided: 263 detai ned’), Wusan Ml aysia, 4 Qto-
ber 1993, “Gay joint raided,” Sun, 5 Gctober 1993; “ Ramai
kesal adanya kel ab gay” (“Many regret gay club exists”),
Wusan Ml aysia, 6 Qctober 1993.

4 This decision seens to have backfired on the proprietors, as the
nunber of wonen who turn up for the weekly “wonen only”

nights is far lower than the nunber that turned up previously
for the nonthly “wonen only” nights.

5 “Rsalah B adab” (“Indecent booklet”), Harian Metro, 24
August 1994.
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