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SUMMARY 

This study explores literary representations of gender and sexuality in contemporary Malaysian 

Popular Fiction in English (MPFE) written by Malay Muslim authors published in between the 

years 2010 to 2020. It questions why gender and sexuality are considered sensitive topics and 

the public discussion of these topics is deemed taboo by many Malay Muslim traditionalists 

and contemporary scholars of Malay literature. By asking this question, this paper discovers 

various religious, historical, and political reasons behind its literary sanctions. 

 Previous studies suggests that Islamic rules and regulations influence the Malaysian 

Malays worldview. Its sacred book, the Quran, has established clear-cut prohibitions against 

any sexual indulgence among its believers. The traditionalists among the Malay Muslims 

believe that Muslim writers themselves must learn to restrict themselves from indulging in 

sexual writings in order to prevent them from intentionally or unintentionally arousing their 

readers’ sexual fantasies that may lead both parties to sinning.  

However, at the end of the twentieth century, many factors such as global Islamic 

movements that began in the early 1970s, the impact of modernisation and scientific 

development in local settings, the influence of Western Humanities studies among local 

intellects, and the introduction of Internet connection have contributed tremendously to the 

dramatic social changes in Malaysia which are then reflected heavily in its literature.  

For example, these dynamics have allowed alternative publishing houses owned by 

young, middle/upper-middle class Malays to flourish in the early 2000s, offering Malaysian 

readers new genres of literature which include Popular Fiction written in the English language 

that are expressive of the Malays’ sexuality. Without the same traditional and cultural tenets 

expected from the Malay language (the national language of Malaysia),  the English language 
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provides many writers of Popular Fiction in English with a platform to explore sexually 

suggestive contents. 

 Apart from language, the lack of serious attention given by Malaysian literary critics 

and academics to literature in other languages besides the Malay language permits the MPFE 

writers to openly discuss other perverted aspects of sexuality such as pornography and eroticism 

in their creative works. This and other factors mentioned above have contributed to a noticeable 

increase in the number of sexual Popular Fiction written by Malay Muslim authors in the 

English language especially in the past ten years.  

First and foremost, this research aims to fill in the gaps in the topic by providing the 

latest discussion on gender and sexuality in MPFE by Malay Muslim authors. The second aim 

is to provide observations on how MPFE authors employ their literary strategies to approach 

aspects of gender and sexuality in their literary works. This study will pay attention to how 

writers express their acceptance, negotiations, and/or rejections towards the dominant 

“normative” or “common” values in the Malay society with regards to their body and sexuality.  

This study conducts textual analysis to examine one novel and six short stories from the 

MPFE genre. It refers to Malay literary theories on sexual and erotic literature available in 

Pengkaedahan Melayu (Malay Methodology), Persuratan Baru (Genuine Literature), as well 

as Western theoretical approaches in Postcolonialism, Postmodernism and Feminism on 

gendering system and sexuality. This research applies a cross-examination on several 

theoretical approaches in both Malaysian and Western literature in its aim to explain this recent 

literary phenomenon. The interdisciplinary approach to literature provides this research with a 

broader perspective that helps to explain the enthusiastic development of MPFE with gender 

and sexuality topics in Malaysia.  
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Finally, this paper proposes the inclusion of MPFE in the critical analysis of gender and 

sexuality in Malaysian literature so that academic discussions on such topics can expand for the 

benefit of scholars, future researchers, and general readers with interests in gender  and sexuality 

studies specifically, and Southeast Asian literary studies generally. 
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ABBREVIATIONS 

ABIM Angkatan Belia Islam Malaysia (Islamic Youth Movement of Malaysia) 

DBP Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka (The Malaysian Institute of Language and 

Literature) 

DEB  Dasar Ekonomi Baru (Malaysian New Economic Policy or NEP) 

JAKIM Jabatan Kemajuan Islam Malaysia (Department of Islamic Development 

Malaysia) 

MLIE  Malaysian Literature in English 

MPFE  Malaysian Popular Fiction in English 

NEP  New Economic Policy  

PB Persuratan Baru or Gagasan Persuratan Baru (School of Genuine Literature) 

PERKIM Persatuan Kebajikan Islam SeMalaysia (Islamic Welfare Association Malaysia) 
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NOTES 

1. Minor grammatical changes are made to some quotations to make the complete sentences 

coherent without changing the meaning intended by the original authors. 

2. Non-English words are italicised and followed by their translations in subsequent brackets. 

However, any non-English words that the original author does not italicise will follow their 

original form to honour their creative purposes. 

3. This paper follows the British spelling system. However, spellings in quotations follow the 

language system used by the authors (British or American). Hence, there will be spelling 

inconsistencies in certain words such as modernisation/modernization, 

marginalise/marginalize, behaviour/behavior, and colour/color. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

General background 

There is a mixed reaction among contemporary Malaysian literary academics and 

general readers to literature with any form of sexual expression. Literature that includes any 

form of sexual expression in its narrative or sexual literature can be a source of cultural 

information about Malay’s sexuality; however, the motif of its publication is always put into 

question first. Sexual literature in contemporary Malaysia is taboo, and public discussions about 

it rarely occur. The general lack of interest in the subject is evident in the lack of scholarly 

studies on sexual literature in Malay or any other vernacular languages, including English. In 

existing scholarly articles on the genre, the debate is often focused on highlighting its 

mediocrity (Nurul Nuraina and Nur Nafishah, 2020) and commercial aspects (Mohd. Zariat, 

2013) or disputing its worthiness or “literariness” for critical analysis (Mohd. Zariat, 2009). 

Other prominent scholars are only interested in feminine aspects of the texts (Ruzy Suliza, 

2011; Ruzy Suliza, 2006; Ruzy Suliza, 2003). In recent years, scholars expand the discourse by 

examining not just external elements but also the substantive aspects of sexual literature. This 

expansion is influenced by the development of gender and sexuality studies in Western 

academia. Nonetheless, the academic interest in sexuality in Malaysian popular fiction in 

English is still scarce. 

 I remember the curiosity I felt seeing for the first time in 2015, a copy of popular fiction 

in the English language written by a Malay Muslim author. The title is Family Values (2014), 

and the writer’s name is Hadi M. Nor. I turned the copy around and saw that it was published 

by Fixi Novo, an alternative publishing house owned by Amir Muhammad1 that progressively 

gained popularity among urban and young Malaysian readers around that year. Various factors 

had contributed to Fixi Novo’s popularity among the Malaysian readers at the time, yet, two of 

 
1 Author, publisher, alternative film-maker, and activist. 
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their most outstanding factors are the circulation of English fiction written by Malay Muslim 

authors and also the wider selection of darker and perverted themes in their series of novels and 

anthology of short stories. These themes include crime investigation, sexual perversion, and 

thrillers which were scarce in the Malay language before its establishment. Those who are more 

familiar with Western literature than Malaysian literature might wonder why these two factors 

were considered “outstanding” considering that Malaysia as a country that hosts multicultural, 

multifaith, multiracial, and multilingual society would have exhibited higher tolerance for 

various forms of differences in the practices of each others’ cultures, faiths and even languages? 

It is not uncommon that what is considered “perversion” for a group of people would not be the 

case for another group of people in a diverse country such as that of Malaysia.  

Writers’ language choice 

English literature is part of sectional literature because it is not written in the national 

language, which is the Malay language. Sectional literature includes works of literature written 

in English and other vernacular languages spoken in Malaysia, such as variant Chinese 

(Mandarin, Cantonese, Hokkien), variant Indian (Tamil, Telugu), variant orang asli 

(aborigines) languages, and variant Bornean (spoken in Sabah and Sarawak). The prevailing 

notion is that the command of English language among members of Commonwealth countries 

should should be proficient due to the history of British colonisation, especially when Malaysia 

is compared to its fellow Commonwealth country, Singapore. However, this notion is 

debatable. During British rule, English was the official language used in government documents 

and official ceremonies. The English language was also taught in English-streamed schools 

allocated for children of the upper-class members of society, or the Malay elites. It existed 

alongside other local languages, including Malay and many other vernacular languages spoken 

by the people of Malaya. It was no doubt that the English language played an important role for 

bridging communication between the different groups in Malaya but the Malay language 
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prevailed as the major language of instruction and communication especially in all formal 

Malay-streamed schools (Sekolah Melayu) and other non-formal schools such as Islamic 

religious schools (Sekolah Pondok or Pesantren) which were more accessible to them than the 

English-streamed schools.  

However, after Malaya gained its independence from the British rulers in 1957, the new 

government called Malaysia was determined to build its own national identity. A national 

identity that encompasses common values which all the people of the new nation can share to 

feel as one. As Robert Putnam says, “the unity of identity in one social community can make 

life in that community run much better. The sense of attachment to the community is then seen 

as a resource-like (daya-laiknya) capital” (as cited in Sen, 2007). Language was deemed as an 

important common value. With many different ethnic groups and languages, it is crucial that 

everyone can understand each other at least in one language shared and understood by all. The 

Malaysian government deemed a language identity necessary to bridge the gaps between 

diversified people of different faiths, ethnicities, cultures, and tongues.  

To a plural society such as one in Malaysia, language is not just a form of 

communication or a symbol of identity; it is considered as a bridge that closes the gap between 

one section of the community and another. A plural society, according to S. Husin Ali (1981), 

is “a society with multi-ethnic groups living separately but under the same political system, 

resulting from the history of colonialism” (p. 110). However, there is also a problem to this. In 

a multilingual country such as Malaysia, the question was, which language? A shared identity, 

often gathered by the experience of the dominant people, brings people together at the risk of 

silencing the experiences of the minorities. As Amartya Sen puts it, a homogenous identity 

encourages animosity among the minorities if their identity is ignored (2006).  Indeed, there are 

many challenges that are unique to a plural society; therefore, the exertion of nationalism, albeit 

its weaknesses, was a decision made “between the devil and the deep blue sea”. 
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Since the early 1960s, nation-building has become the country’s highest priority which 

is reflected heavily in its literature even to this day. The nationalist movement continued the 

independence movement started by Malay writings from the early 1900s, which shared a 

particular interest in expressing “an anxiety about the condition of the Malay race” under the 

British occupation (Hooker, 2000, p. xv). According to V. M. Hooker (2000), 

“They were critical of traditional Malay leaders for their apparent lack 

of concern for Malay advancement. They were also anxious about 

growing numbers of non-Malays whom the British were encouraging 

to work in Malaya on labour-intensive projects such as mining, and 

worried that these newcomers were robbing Malays of their birthright 

and their homeland. It was in fact the presence of both the British and 

these visible ‘others’ which was crucial in shaping their sense of 

themselves as a group and their country as a ‘homeland’.  

Armed with an array of ideas and terminologies soaked up from their 

reading of newspapers, books, and journals, and fired with an 

enthusiasm to promote change, these Malays, from a variety of 

backgrounds and different geographical areas of the Peninsula, sought 

opportunities to spread their ideas. They seized on the opportunities 

provided by print capitalism, and developed fiction in Malay as their 

means of communication” (p. 4). 

By 1950, a literary movement called ASAS 50, led by Keris Mas, was founded to call 

the Malays “for action and the use of Malay energy and initiative to avert impending disaster”  

by writing in the language of the majority – the Malay language (Hooker, 2000, p. xv). 

Following the National Language Act A930, Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka Act (Amendment and 



GENDER AND SEXUALITY IN CONTEMPORARY MPFE 5 

Extension 1995) or the Malaysian Institute of Language and Literature, a department under the 

Ministry of Education, was established in 1956 to advocate the usage of Malay as the official 

language of the country replacing the English language (Profile, 2016). This act is strengthened 

with the establishment of the National Language Policy established in 1963/64, which 

supported the Malay language as the national language of Malaysia. 

The decision to replace the imperial language with Malay or Bahasa Malaysia reiterates 

“the importance of abrogating the imperial language for restoring and revitalising the native 

cultures” (Mohammad A. Quayum, 2003). The move, according to Mohammad A. Quayum 

(2003), “was not altogether surprising as the principle was predicated on a patriotic nationalist 

sentiment that was instrumental in resisting the imperial hegemony…” (p. 184). The 

government chose the Malay language because it is, in the words of the former Prime Minister 

of Malaysia, Dr. Mahathir, “the language of the “dominant race” (peribumi)” (Mohammad A. 

Quayum, 2003, p.184). 

Prevalent themes in the Malay literature from 1920 to 1980 were then rooted in social-

realism, portraying the reality of a people that was struggling to move forward (Muhammad 

Haji Salleh, 2008). Themes on anti-colonialism, patriotism, and nationalism were recurrent in 

significant works of Malay literature published throughout the early years of Independent 

Malaysia. Narrative on anti-colonialism is evident in Pak Sako’s works such as Putera Gunung 

Tahan (1938) and Anak Mat Lela Gila (1941), whereas historical events and figures in the 

works of Ahmad Bakhtiar such as Keris Melaka or The Melaka Keris (1956) all call for 

patriotism whereas nationalism and the desire to retrace glories of the past is a major theme in 

Harun Aminurrashid’s Panglima Awang (1957). On the other hand, social equality and justice 

dominate the works of A. Samad Said’s novel Salina (1961) and Keris Mas’ Rimba Harapan 

or Jungle of Hope (1986). Last but not least, sovereignty and ownership over the land and the 
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future of the Malays are foregrounded in Shahnon Ahmad’s award-winning novel Ranjau 

Sepanjang Jalan (1968). 

There were already sporadic efforts to produce Anglophone literature in the 1970s by 

local talents (Fernando, 1970). The genre continued to face heavier discrimination when more 

established Malay writers publicly rejected the use of the English language in solidarity with 

the nationalist movement. For example, prominent bilingual writers in this period, such as Ishak 

Haji Muhammad (Pak Sako) and Muhammad Haji Salleh2 replaced the English language with 

the Malay language. For Pak Sako, who is well-known for two of his anti-colonial novels 

Putera Gunung Tahan (1938) and Anak Mat Lela Gila (1941), his decision to reject the use of 

English was a deliberate move to show protest against the imperial language (Muhammad Haji 

Salleh, 2008).  

The result of this act is that works of literature written in other Malaysian languages are 

categorised as secondary literature or sectional literature and not accorded s of national 

literature (Mohammad A. Quayum, 2008, p. 153; Vethamani, 2001, p. iii).). While Bahasa 

Malaysia continues to enjoy the privileges a national language is entitled to, English, on the 

other hand, suffered marginalisation and labelled as “neo-colonialist” (Muhammad, 2002, p. 7), 

a language of “colonial oppression and enslavement” (Mohammad A. Quayum, 2003, p. 187).  

Today, there is a continuous debate on whether to place works in the English language or other 

indigenous languages on the same level as Malay literature. This reluctance contributes to the 

general lack of critical evaluation on non-Malay literature by scholars of Malay literature, let 

alone popular fiction in the English language, even though there are Malay authors today who 

choose to write about their experience living in Malaysia as a Malay Muslim. 

 
2 Today, Muhammad Haji Salleh uses English language to spread local wisdom for the wider non -Malaysian 
readers. 
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The rise of Malay alternative publishers and its contribution to popular culture  

Returning to the question of why writing Malaysian experience in English is considered 

by some as “outstanding”, the political move on language as a form of identity has contributed 

tremendously to that stigma. Nonetheless, it does not prevent Malay writers writing in English 

to contribute to the Malaysian literary scene. The trend to write in English re-emerge in the 

early 2000 and English literary scene rises again with the emergence of independent publishers. 

Independent publishers (indie publishers) or also known as alternative publishers are non-

governmental book publishers (Tan, 2015), “usually supported by passionate individuals or a 

small group of printed-word lovers” (Justin, 2015), that “has taken on a carefully selected 

number of literary talents that lie outside the mainstream circles” (Justin, 2015). Malaysian 

alternative publishers are interested in the popular literature genre. There are different types of 

popular genres in Malaysia. However, for conservative Malay scholars, any fiction which 

includes erotic expressions is synonymously referred to as popular fiction or picisan (dime, 

popular, pulp, or urban fiction) (Mohd. Affandi, 2008). Not all picisan fiction is erotic, but all 

erotic fiction is picisan (Mohd. Affandi, 2008; Mohd. Zariat, 2009; Ungku Maimunah, 2011). 

According to Mohd. Affandi (2008),  

“A work is categorised as picisan when it makes iniquity as its principal 

value, such as when illicit sex is presented as “acceptable” and 

portrayed as an inevitable consequence of a tragedy, exploitation, 

injustice, and deception, thus elevating illicit sex to an exalted symbol 

in the work” (p. 62). 

In his blog post, Mohd. Affandi (2019) categorises three concepts of Karya Picisan into  

1) Novel picisan social (popular social novels)  

2) Novel picisan seksual (popular sexual novels)  
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3) Novel picisan intelektual (popular intellectual novel)3.  

For scholars such as Mohd. Affandi, popular fiction has no literary credibility for 

academic analysis. For other Malay scholars, a written work is categorised as popular fiction if 

it is published by alternative publishers. Since alternative publishers are also known as indie 

publishers, their publishings are also categorised or labelled as underground literature, indie 

literature, and sastera marginal (marginal literature), indicating its alternative option to the 

dominant options available in the mainstream. In the Malaysian context, “underground”, 

“indie”, and “marginal” show alternative values that contrast the mainstream conventions (Baca 

Reviu, 2016). This argument is the basis for the stereotyping of English fiction as 

“underground” and “indie”. Many indie writers write about very personal issues in their lives, 

and the mainstream media regard these issues as taboo, sensitive, and unsuitable for public 

discussion (Maniyamin, 2009, p. 77). Therefore, underground literature, indie literature, or 

marginal literature can be treated as a record of society’s hidden history that is ignored and 

swept under the rugs. The stories resonate with different sides of people of the same community; 

the marginalised, the repressed, the misfortunate, and the disadvantaged (Philip, 2018, p. 111).  

This labeling process has indirectly grouped popular fiction in the marginalised category similar 

to English literature (sectional literature). 

Silverfish Books was established earlier in 2002 and is regarded as the “catalyst in the 

independent bookselling and publishing scene in Malaysia” (Tan, 2015). However, Fixi Novo’s 

growing fame almost a decade later paved an easier path for other smaller Malay Muslim 

alternative publishers such as Thukul Cetak, Lejen Press, Rabak Lit, DuBook Press4 to 

 
3 From Mohd. Affandi (2019). Retrieved 6 April 2021, from http://pbaru.blogspot.com/2019/03/sesat-dalam-
belantara-maklumat-peranan.html  
 
4 As of June 2021, more alternative, independent publishers are established: Antigraviti, Edisi Khas Fixi, IFI, Iman 
Publication, Maple Comics, Matahari Books, Moka Mocha Ink, Roman Buku, Rumah Lipur Lara, Selut/SFP, The 
Patriots, UA Enterprise. Retrieved 16 June 2021, from https://fixi.com.my/ 
 

http://pbaru.blogspot.com/2019/03/sesat-dalam-belantara-maklumat-peranan.html
http://pbaru.blogspot.com/2019/03/sesat-dalam-belantara-maklumat-peranan.html
https://fixi.com.my/
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introduce themselves in the industry (Tan, 2015). These new publishers offer fiction and other 

works in the English and Malay languages. In a way, alternative publishers have revolutionised 

readership experience for Malaysians by expanding “the ranks of those potentially able to 

exercise “taste” and “sensibility,” thereby rescuing literature from the domain of aristocratic 

patronage and enabling the emergence of new poetic, dramatic, and novelistic voices” (Foley, 

2019, p. 89). 

If reading was perceived by Malaysians as a sophisticated past-time activity for 

members of the privileged class, scholars of literature, serious readers, and “feminine activity”5, 

in that case, alternative publishers are transforming reading into a genderless and what Mohd. 

Jayzuan, the founder of Rabak Lit, calls “cool” and “hip” activity. Mohd. Jayzuan and other 

alternative publishers may “have a hand in glamourising literature” (Justin, 2015). In other 

words, the alternative publishers take out the “exclusive” from reading culture and transformed 

it into popular culture. Therefore, English fiction written by the Malays about the darker sides 

of Malay Muslim experiences brought a breath of fresh air and simultaneously diluted the 

concentration of romantic, ideological, political, and religious themes in the current literary 

tradition.  

 
5 According to Rohizah and Sharifah Fazliyaton (2020), romance fiction is the most popular reading material for 

Malaysian readers, especially among female readers (p. 158). They cited Lin and Yeow’s 2011 study which 
reported that the reading activity in Malaysia is more popular among female than male gender (Rohizah and 
Sharifah Fazliyaton, 2020). 
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Figure 1: Fixi Novo's literary manifesto. Fixi Novo is an imprint of Buku Fixi, an independent, alternative publishing house 

that has been prolifically publishing popular fiction in English since 2011.  

 

Note: This is taken from the novel The Rape of Nancy Ng (2018) by Tunku Halim. 
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Taboo themes 

Alternative publishers provide new Malay Muslim authors with flexible space to 

explore their creativity in tackling darker themes such as murder, violence, sexual perversions, 

and thriller. They do so without the restrictions of Braginsky’s (2001) “reflective-traditionalist” 

approach to literature that values “the principle of ‘rightness’ or ‘propriety’, i.e., the correct 

arrangement of each component of its system and of the system itself as a whole” (p. 25). 

Therefore, this genre is not given academic attention which ironically worked to its advantage. 

In return for the little attention that it has received, the genre is more flexible in its approach to 

some of the darker experiences in Malaysia, one of which includes sexual indulgence in the 

reality of Malay Muslims. For Malay literary scholars, any literature that is expressive of sexual 

intimacy to invoke pleasures or even challenging “normal” sexuality is labelled as picisan or 

cheap reading materials unworthy of critical consideration. Conservative Malays see such 

literary approaches as immoral. It opposes Malay literature's higher function to encourage 

morally sound sexual ethics (Ungku Maimunah, 2011).  

What has initially compelled me to read the novel by Fixi Novo was the juxtaposing 

elements between its cover and its title. The book is titled Family Values (2014), and written 

by Hadi M. Nor. The external appearance of the book seems strange yet enticing. Firstly, the 

book's cover is bright fluorescent green in colour, which sets it apart from a typical Malay 

popular romance novel that often has a feminine colour that is supposed to invoke romantic 

feelings. Secondly, the cover is gender neutral which means there is no picture of a young 

woman or a romantic couple in a dreamy background (at the beach or in a garden), typical for 

popular romance novels at the time. 

Furthermore, the title “Family Values” indicates didactic content that is typical and quite 

common in the contemporary Malaysian literary scene. However, the image of a man downing 

a bottle of alcoholic beverage is antagonistic to any values attached to family or relationships 
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in the Malay culture. In a conservative Muslim country such as Malaysia, drinking in public is 

frowned upon and prohibited. Therefore, this image sparked more questions about its content. 

Positioning the two contradictory elements together came off as perplexing. Upon further 

reading of the book, I was surprised to find many crude sexual scenes throughout the pages of 

the novel. Coming from an English literature background, I am somewhat accustomed to sexual 

scenes in Western literary tradition. However, I was curious that such scenes were written by a 

Malay Muslim writer in a literary tradition that is ruthless towards sexually explicit books. 

As I delved further into the book, I discovered that it is not purely entertainment, but 

the story is embedded with heavy social criticisms. Family Values (2014) is written in figurative 

speech, that within the apparent storyline, there are hidden references to political, religious, and 

philosophical questions around its publication. The story delivers a dense philosophical 

argument through its simplistic narration that follows the life of its cynical main character 

named Aizat. Aizat comes from an urban, privileged, upper-middle-class, Malay Muslim family 

who suffers existential crisis after the passing of his grandparents. On the surface, the novel 

presents a story about a lustful man who seeks sexual pleasure to find the meaning of his life. 

However, the story is more than what meets the eye. Aizat’s search for his life’s purpose reveals 

underlying anxiety among members of the urban middle and upper-middle Malay Muslim 

community rarely spoken about in the Malay mainstream literature.  

Contrary to the perception of general Malaysian readers and academics that “popular 

fiction” is a “trashy” work with a “happily ever after ending” (Rohizah and Sharifah Fazliyaton, 

2020, p. 157), the novel’s actual narrative axis is the social criticisms that are subtly inserted 

between sexual scenes. Overall, it is a satirical novel that nips on Malaysian politics for abusing 

their power and mocks self-proclaim “pious” individuals who monetise their religion in order 

to gain personal benefits. The “family values” that the author puts into question are the political 

and religious values of the Malay people at the time the novel was published. My experience 
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of reading Family Values (2014) had reflected Kimak’s (2013) insight on feminist’s 

palimpsistic reading or careful reading. In her words, “at first glance, they appear to offer the 

mainstream reader all the exoticism that he/she craves; but when the more reflective reader 

probes deeper into the texts, he/she is likely to discover subversive elements that complicate 

his/her first impressions” (Kimak, 2013, p. 25). Indeed, sexual elements in Family Values 

(2014)  are not there to mainly arouse its readers, but they have several functions to the story. 

Sexual scenes in the novel reveal much more about the characters’ serious sexual concerns, but 

they also function to set a plot, create a certain mood, or foreshadow future events.  

Subsequently, reading Family Values (2014) has motivated me to read other 

publications from the popular fiction genre, especially those written in the English language, to 

systematically examine how Malay Muslim authors discuss the Malay knowledge on gender 

and sexuality in their works. Malay writers who write MPFE such as Hadi M. Nor not only use 

sexual expressions as interludes, but more importantly, they challenge taboos attached to the 

subject of sex. My examination across popular fiction in English published between 2010-2020 

reveal three approaches to sexual writings among Malay Muslim writers. In the first approach, 

the inclusion of sexual scenes in MPFE functions to depict realistic human behaviour. In Islam, 

Nafsu (lust) is acknowledged in the Quran many times but the Muslims are taught to recognize 

their Nafsu (lust) and control it so that the Nafsu (lust) does not lead their actions over Aqal 

(reason). The consequences for going against this recognition is described by Shamsul Amri 

and Mohamad Fauzi (2006) as such, 

“The conservatives, particularly the religious ones, consider sexual 

liberation as a state of total moral disorganization leading to the self-

destruction of culture and society. Any visible sign of moral 

disorganization, such as in the realm of music and entertainment 

deemed as sexually permissive, has often led to religious 
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pronouncements and prohibitions of all sorts as a guide to morally-

correct behavior” (p. 62).  

Figure 2: Cover of Family Values (2014) by Hadi M. Nor 

 

Note. (Hadi, 2014). Writing Family Values. Hadi M. Nor.  

https://hadimnor.blogspot.com/2014/10/writing-family-values.html (retrieved 16 June, 2021). 

While the explicit portrayal of sexual behaviours is discouraged in the Malay literature, 

Hadi M. Nor describes them to show realistic human experiences in urban Malay society where 

infidelities and immoral sexual behaviours are becoming common (Mariam and Mohammad 

Syafirul Zarif, 2017). It has become one of the major factors of divorce among Malay Muslim 

families today (Mariam and Mohammad Syafirul Zarif, 2017). In essence, the sexual actions in 

this first approach are secondary to the main story, and they are integrated in the narration to 

show that sex behaviour is normal affectively showing that those actions do not directly affect 

the major storyline.  

https://hadimnor.blogspot.com/2014/10/writing-family-values.html
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In the second approach, Malay authors position sex at the core of their narrative for 

erotic purposes. The apparent function of an erotic story is to arouse readers sexually. This 

approach is found in A. B. Hashim’s novel Timid (2012), published by Lejen Press, where the 

story follows the main character’s sexual adventures. References to social, religious, political, 

and philosophical issues are not central to the story, and they do not require the readers’ critical 

evaluations. The commercial aspect is unambiguous, which means explicit portrayal of sexual 

behaviours is deployed merely as a shock value to market the publication. Scholars from the 

School of Genuine Literature (Gagasan Persuratan Baru) reject this type of work for its vulgar 

intention.  

In the third approach, Malay Muslim authors of MPFE focus their story on gender and 

sexuality to construct and deconstruct certain “truth” or “norms”, the values that  are dominant 

in Malay knowledge and society. These works of literature contribute to the written discourse 

on the body, gender, sex, and sexuality in the Malay literary tradition. The main focus of this 

narration is to stir unpleasant feelings within the readers and provoke their belief system. An 

example of this is the short story Dick (2015) by Hasrul Rizwan, in which explicit sexual 

behaviours between a man and a woman are described in such objectionable manners to expose 

bitter truth and social problems, consequently poking the readers’ understanding of what is 

“normal” or “natural”. 

Research objectives 

This research aims to explore the complex ways Malay Muslim authors express 

sexuality in the MPFE genre. In Malay society, the structuring of sexuality and gender system 

is based on Islam and adat (customary practices). The complexities presented in MPFE may 

appear to be challenging “the practice and enforcement of the modern constitution alongside 

religious laws” (Shamsul Amri and Mohamad Fauzi, 2006, p. 62). There are three main 

objectives of this research; Firstly, this research would like to inspect alternative representations 



GENDER AND SEXUALITY IN CONTEMPORARY MPFE 16 

of Malay gender and sexuality in MPFE written by Malay Muslim authors; Secondly, this study 

would like to investigate how Malay Muslim authors writing for MPFE accept, negotiate or 

reject the dominant values about gender and sexuality held in the Malay community in their 

texts?; Thirdly, this research would like to find explanations for the flexibility of sexual 

“norms” and “ordinaries” in the Malay knowledge. This is because what is “normal” sexual 

behaviour in the 1960s is different than what it is understood today. The advent of scientific 

and clinical knowledge of human anatomy and sex in the past fifty years proved to restructure 

some of the traditional Malay tenets on the human body and sexuality. It is interesting to 

observe these changes in attitudes to sexuality and gender in MPFE.  

When homogenous standards are applied in constructing an ethnic group’s gender and 

sexuality, “the individual and particular ethnic group may experience different forms of external 

control and internal form of moral-self-control concerning sexuality and gender” (Shamsul 

Amri and Mohamad Fauzi, 2006, p. 62). A literary analysis on current portrayals of Malay 

gender and sexuality must be provided as some of these “naturalised”, and traditional tenets are 

tested against the advent of modern scientific knowledge. These objectives are founded on the 

general lack of critical inquiry within the Malaysian literary scholarship on MPFE despite the 

genre’s voluminous contribution to the written knowledge on the body, gender, sex, and 

sexuality of the Malay community.  

Research questions 

To achieve the above objectives, this study will attempt to answer these questions: 

1. How do contemporary Malay Muslim authors discuss gender and sexuality in Malaysian 

Popular Fiction in English? 

2. What systematic body of knowledge or philosophy is expressed by the selected fiction's 

Malay characters to articulate their own sexual and gender identity? 
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3. What is “normal”, “natural”, or “acceptable” sexual behaviour to characters in 

Malaysian Popular Fiction in English?  

4. Do the Malay characters in the selected English popular fiction express their sexuality 

differently than, perhaps, characters in other genres of literature in Malaysia? 

Research method and framework 

Method 

The two common tasks undertaken by literary scientists to examine works of Malaysian 

Literature are divided into two perspectives; “Form”, which is further divided into practical and 

theoretical criticism, and “Method” which is further branched into inductive, judicial/moral, 

and impressionistic/aesthetic criticism (Sohaimi, 2003). In the second perspective (Method), 

literary critics pay attention to the external elements of a literature text, such as its 

performativity and aesthetical values that have an instant impression on the critic. In the first 

perspective (Form), literary critics apply their critical tools and theoretical knowledge to 

systematically debate and discuss an available literary text to produce academic opinions. 

“Form” criticism is a more laborious task than the “Method” criticism because the former is not 

only concerned about external elements of the texts, but it concerns the debate and production 

of knowledge as literary scientists work through the text. 

Considering both perspectives in order to examine the selected texts from MPFE by 

Malay Muslim authors, this study undertakes the first perspective which criticises the Form 

aspects. In any case, theories have practical and solid foundation to a story whether an author 

deliberately or indeliberately projects them in their stories. It is more interesting to explore to 

be able to decipher these influences by gathering them through direct representations or in 

symbolic meanings. I treat the selected texts as specimens or rather as written records of the 

Malay community’s social and historical developments, in line with the Malay’s virtue of their 
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literature. For the Malays, literature is the fruit of the “mutual, evenly balanced partnership”, 

“closeness”, and “interaction” between author and society (Hooker, 2000, p. 10). 

 In this dissertation, I have drawn on social studies done on Malaysian politics, culture, 

and religious movements (Islam) through the decades to appreciate how the Malays construct 

their sexuality and gendering system. Based on this knowledge, I then look at MPFE texts to 

determine how Malay Muslim authors who write in this genre create their narratives to respond 

to the dominant system and culture. This interdisciplinary reading practice is necessary because 

it provides the study with the reasons behind and the foundations for all the actions and 

behaviours made by the characters portrayed in the texts. An interdisciplinary study is also 

important because it recognises the unique interrelationship between social context (realities 

and social changes) and literary practice that defines the essence of Malaysian literature  

(Hooker, 2000). According to Keris Mas, one of the respectable authors in modern Malay 

literature, literature should be a reflection of social reality and an instrument to engineer the 

society towards a common goal of “independence, prosperity, security and peace” (Hooker, 

2000, p. 10).  

I guide my work by previous works done by scholars of Malaysian studies such as 

Aihwa Ong, Peletz, Lim Kim Hui, Kimak, Ruzy Suliza Hashim, Noritah Omar, Washima Che 

Dan, Mohd. Affandi Hassan, Ungku Maimunah, Muhammad Haji Salleh, Zawiah Yahya, Alicia 

Izharuddin, C. Jerome, Sohaimi Abdul Aziz, Foucault, Butler, Hooker, Fernandez, Shamsul A. 

B., Nor Faridah Manaf, Siti Hajar, Mohammad A. Quayum, and others who have provided a 

foundation for the social context of this book. I argue that sex is not taboo in traditional Malay 

literature by presenting a selection of erotic works in Malay literature and contemporary 

scholarly books, articles, and essays discussing these works. I interrogate the concepts of 

“normal” and “natural” in the Malays’ body of knowledge of gender, sex, and sexuality and 
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how these concepts are articulated and/or distorted by the characters in the selected popular 

fiction in English.  

Selection criteria for texts  

Materials for analysis in this study are chosen from a pool of Malaysian Popular Fiction 

in English written by Malay Muslim authors published between 2010 and 2020. For this study, 

one novel and six short stories are selected. All the narratives in this study exhibit trait of 

popular fiction laid out earlier in this study. For reasons of space, however, not all sexual 

literature published in this timeframe could be included. Only texts that fit the themes for 

analysis will be considered. The study also does not include queer literature because it requires 

its own lengthy and in-depth research. Due to its taboo nature, not many queer texts are 

available openly in the Malaysian market. Readers, however, may refer to Jerome’s (2011) 

doctoral dissertation on Malaysian queer society in contemporary media and literature. I am 

assured that more studies on the subject are developing as more queer fiction are published by 

alternative publishers in recent years despite heavy censorship. Before proceeding any further, 

the criteria for selecting specific authors whose novels and short stories are studied here need 

to be clarified.  

Firstly, all writers selected in this study share a common ethnic and religious 

background: Malay and Muslim. Authors from different ethnicities and religious backgrounds 

have different upbringings and philosophical knowledge in terms of their cultures, traditions, 

languages, and religions. Focusing on Malay Muslim authors does not imply insignificance on 

the part of these authors. The selection is merely convenient for making a basis for comparison 

since the centrality of this study is in locating the literary expressions of gender and sexuality 

in the contemporary Malay society presented in popular literature in English. 

Secondly, the writers chosen for this study have been selected based on their self-

identification as Malaysian authors. All writers are born and raised in Malaysia. Therefore, they 
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have the first-hand experience with social, political, and religious changes in Malay Muslim 

society. I do not consider diasporic Malay Muslim authors or Malay authors of different 

nationalities due to the difference in social, political, cultural upbringing, which may not result 

in a fair observation of their works.  

Thirdly, the writers dealt with in this study write in English, and the majority of texts 

selected in this study are originally written in the English language. There is a lack of academic 

research on works by Malay writers who chose to write in English even though their literary 

works discuss the Malay experience. These works must be studied to look at how the variety of  

Malay experiences expressed in literature. Nonetheless, this study select translated short story 

by Hasrul Rizwan titled Dick (2015), initially written in the Malay language. His short story is 

chosen because the theme discussed in the story is highly relevant to the discussion on gender 

and sexuality in MPFE.  

Fourthly, all the primary texts selected for this analysis are published between the years 

2010 and 2020. The selection of period is deliberate as there is a noticeable increase in the 

publication of English popular fiction within the past decade than in any other decades before 

it. This productivity is due to the rise of alternative publishing houses owned by Malay authors 

that support English writings by Malay Muslim authors. From 2013 to 2015 alone, Fixi Novo 

produces four anthologies (volumes) under KL Noir's title. The booming of English popular 

fiction by Malay Muslim authors in the market in the last ten years positively contributes to 

materials for this study.  

Finally, the novels and short stories selected for study here primarily concern 

heterosexual relationships. Queer sexualities “contravene Malay cultural and religious values” 

(Jerome, 2011, p. i). Therefore we see the inadequate number of queer fiction in the Malaysian 

book industry in general and English popular fiction in particular. Nonetheless, it does not mean 
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that homosexuality does not exist in Malay society. This research acknowledges the inclusion 

of queer relationships in contemporary MPFE written by Malay Muslim authors6, but as I have 

mentioned above, the subject is progressive, and it demands a detailed study of its own. 

Therefore, the selection of MPFE materials for this study is limited to works that speak the 

loudest on the themes studied. However, it is hoped that this research will form the foundation 

of a future project on the subject.   

Framework  

In my analysis, I refer to some major theories from Malaysian literary studies that 

discusses gender and sexuality, mainly Pengkaedahan Melayu (Malay Methodology), 

Persuratan Baru (Genuine Literature), and Western academic theories such as Postcolonial, 

Postmodern and Feminism, to examine the texts selected in this study. When the Malay 

worldview and Western frameworks are studied side by side, it is at the intersections that some 

interesting observations are made. An in-depth reading of the Malay’s wisdom is necessary to 

avoid a biased conclusion on the Malay’s understanding of sexual matters. Above all, it 

provides wisdom for the basis of their sensitivity against overt sharing of sexuality in their 

literature. The religion of Islam is an important aspect of Malay identity. While major Western 

governments maintain the separation of the State from religious institutions, Malaysia holds the 

opposite principle. It is not only ‘the religion’ of the Malays in Malaysia, but it also plays a 

significant role in shaping the Malay’s knowledge of their sexual behaviour because “unlike 

‘religion’ in the Western sense; it is a comprehensive system (shumul) encompassing politics, 

laws and socio-cultural values and practices” (Hussin, 1990, p. 6).  For example, the Quran, 

which is the main book of Islam, acknowledges only two genders. The Quran also clarifies the 

relationships between a man and a woman, including prohibitions against sexual immoralities 

 
6 Pretty Boy (2013) by A.B Hashim (a short story on homosexual relationship) and U-Tube (2012) by Rozlan 
Mohd. Noor (a novel on homophobic attack), to name a few. 
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and misconducts. One of the verses that prohibit such behaviour is, “Do not go near adultery. 

It is truly a shameful and an evil way” (Quran 17: 32, Dr. Mustafa Khattab). Based on this verse 

alone, it is understood that a Muslim should not even come close to adultery (sexual immorality) 

what more committing it. Therefore, Muslim writers are discouraged from writing content that 

encourages their readers to indulge in sexual thoughts.  Malay Muslim writers who embark on 

this activity face heavy scrutiny. For many traditional and conservative Malaysian literary 

scholars, it is challenging to consider writings about sexuality seriously. This is because, for 

many of them, writing is an act of worshipping God. Aqal (reasoning) is a gift from Allah that 

is used to find God. Therefore, it should not be misused for seeking worldly pleasures. 

Contrary to the modern Western writers that view literary undertakings as exclusively 

“imaginative and creative” endeavour (Foley, 2019, p. 89), for the traditional and many other 

contemporary Malay writers, writing is not exclusively self-expression of imagination and 

creativity, but most importantly, a responsibility. According to Rahimah (2015), “the society 

cannot accept works that reflect the dominance of this issue above the actual functions of 

literature, which are to entertain and to instruct, especially if this issue goes against the aims of 

writing, which should be to advance elements of “courtesy’ in the works” (p. 293).  

“The Malay pengarang, pujangga, penglipur lara7 are on the other hand important 

presences, pillars of society” (Muhammad Haji Salleh, 2006, p. 119). “Ilmu mengarang8… is 

clearly not a natural act…” and adds that a writer who wishes to take this responsibility must, 

“[pray] to Allah, to request for the perfect mind (aqal yang sempurna) 

… As soon as the perfect mind, the literary language is bestowed 

through inspiration the author may begin to compose his work with a 

 
7 Writers, story tellers, narrators (Author’s translation). 
 
8 The knowledge or skills for textual composition  
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sense that he is an instrument of the divine, as a chosen human being 

partaking in an important function” (Muhammad Haji Salleh, 2006, p. 

119).  

Malaysia’s dramatic social transformations influenced by political and religious 

movements in other Muslim-dominated countries as well as domestic events since the late 

1960s are worth probing to understanding how political decisions mobilised the Malay 

Muslim’s sexual consciousness to be in line with the governments’ objectives. Through these 

events, we learn that “natural”, “normal”, or “universal” concepts about the Malay’s bodies and 

sexuality are the constructions of social, political and religious events of a particular time. The 

dakwa or dakwah movement in the 1970s, for example, has changed the way Malay Muslims 

understand their sexuality. Dakwah is the invitation to Islam and a call to Muslims to increase 

their quality and faith in following Islamic teachings. Malaysia’s Islamic rejuvenation mission 

also known as dakwa or dakwah was led by four prominent Islamic organisations in Malaysia 

(Hussin, 1990, p. 74). They are Angkatan Belia Islam Malaysia (ABIM) (established 1969), 

Darul Arqam (established 1969), and Pertubuhan Kebajikan Islam SeMalaysia (Perkim) 

(established 1975) (Hussin, 1990). 

This intergenerational change in body and sexual consciousness constructed by these 

religious movements is evident in how different generations of Malay Muslims dress 

throughout the decades. Compared to the generation before them, “a large number of” Malay 

Muslims in the latter part of the 1970s, “at the general level… have returned to the masjid and 

surau for prayers and Islamic lessons, and taken to wearing the purdah (head-dress and veil), 

mini-telekong (mini veil), serban (‘turban’), and other forms of clothing clearly associated with 

a Muslim identity” (Hussin, 1990, p. 73). Today, the Malays have taken to wearing more 

fashionable but modest clothes that imitate Western fashion. Today, it is rare to see the Malay-

Muslim men donning serban or their women wearing mini-telekong out in public. It is 
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interesting to see how different generations have different opinions regarding their body and 

sexuality. One other significant change that the  1970s dakwah movement affects the people 

was that it dramatically changes the Malaysian Muslims’ social behaviours from syncretic 

(cultural practices that combine different beliefs’ systems) to scriptural (cultural practices  based 

solely on the teachings of the Quran). 

This study will look at articles commenting on these important events concerning the 

construction of Malay Muslim’s sexuality, body, and gender identity over the decades. In an 

article by Ong, she points out how these dakwah activities and organisations have given more 

attention to “sensuality” and not to “divine morality” (1995, p. 175). What she means is, “by 

insisting on a stricter adherence to the umma, the dakwa was urging a social system more 

gender-stratified than existed in Malay society” (Ong, 1995, p. 175). She claims that the dakwah 

movement places excessive attention on the way a Malay-Muslim woman dresses. A woman’s 

faith and value are suddenly judged by her outer appearance alone. “A new radical division 

between Malay men and women, Muslims and non-Muslims, was thus being constructed in 

public life, primarily by inscribing a religious spatialization of power on women’s bodies” 

(Ong, 1995, p. 177).   

Feminist theory on the cultural construction of gender and sexuality is also helpful in 

examining literary representations of gender stratification and inequality in the Malay society 

in the selected texts. Judith Butler and Elizabeth Grosz’s concept of Corporeal Feminism claims 

that sex, body, gender, and sexuality are not biologically determined. Instead, they are socially 

and culturally constructed ideas, which means these ideas are unique to every social context 

and period (Kimak, 2013, p. 25). Based on this concept, the concepts of body, gender, and 

sexuality can change depending upon social factors such as “master statuses of gender, race, 

education, age, marital and economic status, or religious affiliation” (Kimak, 2013, p. 30). 

Butler and Grosz’s concept is central to the discussion in Chapter Three. I argue that the female 
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bodies in the two selected short stories reject the dominant ideas of female bodies and how they 

are supposed to express their sexuality and gender when the parameters of economic status and 

religious affiliation change, by challenging some of the sexual “norms” and “natural 

behaviours” sanctioned by society. The two short stories in Chapter Three reflect Butler and 

Grosz’s claim that “whenever any of the variable parameters mentioned above changes, the 

person’s attitudes to sexuality are also likely to change” (as cited in Kimak, 2013, p. 30). 

James C. Scott’s (1985) idea of “everyday forms of resistance” is valuable in 

understanding the different ways a Malay person, male or female, may exert his or her sexuality 

than what has been prescribed to them by the dominant system (as cited in Sharifi, 2018, p. 26). 

Even though Scott (1985) explains this concept in the context of class struggle between the 

dominant group that asserts their power and the subordinate group that resists this power, his 

central idea can explain the contest between subordinate and dominant groups in the context of 

gender relations. Using his explanation, I explain how male and female characters in the 

selected English popular fictions distort “normal” gendering stratification and sexual 

behaviours constructed for them by acting against them the discussion on which I have provided 

in Chapter Four. 

Scott’s idea of “everyday forms of resistance” is also central to my discussion in Chapter 

Five, where I discuss the representation of masculinity and male sexuality in the most recent 

English popular fiction. I argue that similar to femininity or female sexuality, there is no single 

way for Malay male to perform their gender or express their sexuality. It is common for Malay 

literary scholars to highlight the singularity of masculine ideals in Malay society and its 

literature. Many studies on gender in Malay literary texts often try to reveal “masculinity… as 

an antithesis to femininity; and the study of the latter is usually carried out in the form of binary 

juxtaposition, with the focus on how femininity is marginalized and subordinated by patriarchy” 

(Jamaluddin, 2008, p. 40). However, there are few in-depth studies on Malay-male characters’ 
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sexual experiences that analyse their struggles to cope with dominant ideas about their 

sexuality. Applying Peletz’s (1995) findings on contrasting representations of masculinity in 

Malay society, I, on the other hand, exhibit how some male characters in the selected English 

popular fictions for this study invert dominant ideas of strong male image, sexual behaviour, 

including their sexuality in the Malay culture and tradition. 

Significance of the study 

This research is necessary because it provides contemporary discussion on Malay 

Muslim gender, sex, and sexuality in contemporary Malaysian popular fiction in English 

(MPFE). It is crucial to recognise MPFE as one of the highly engaging domains for the current 

discourse on Malay Muslim attitude towards their body, gender, sexual behaviours, and 

sexuality because of the genre’s high volume of publication on the topic. Ignoring MPFE as 

prime materials for the academic research in Malay Muslim’s understanding of their body, 

gender, sex, and sexuality would only result in a massive gap in the study on gender and 

sexuality vis-à-vis the Malay society in contemporary Malaysian literature. MPFE should be 

treated as a historical record of the everyday realities and concerns of the Malay Muslim 

community in Malaysia. To quote Muhammad Haji Salleh (2006), 

“A concept of literature or function of author is neither good nor bad, 

better or worse. Comparative poetics therefore must tread carefully into 

special situations of each literature, rather than struggle to rank them. 

They have to be retrieved so that we may know the soul of the people, 

the cultural subconscious, and read their works from a view of their 

own, their sense of beauty, and their literary concepts. Otherwise, our 

works will be forever judged from the Western and as Fanon so sharply 

puts it- over-determined from without, and will always be merely non-

Western, not well-wrought, not well-made, not in the iambic 
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pentameter, not epical, not romantic and with the usual devastating 

conclusion of not being good enough, or not being ‘literature’” (p. 108). 

More important contribution of this study is its examination of the trends, concerns, 

issues, problems, and patterns of MPFE’s sexual literature in the most current period. It can be 

considered as a research that records the new strategies and techniques used by Malay Muslim 

writers of the MPFE genre to approach a taboo subject in their works for future reference. It is 

hoped that this research will reach a wide range of multi-disciplinary audiences, including 

advanced or aspiring students, researchers, and academics with interests in Malay gender, body, 

sex and sexuality studies specifically, and Southeast Asian literary studies generally.  

Structure and outline of the dissertation 

This dissertation is composed of six chapters. In Chapter One, I briefly introduce the 

focus of my dissertation by explaining the general background, objectives, questions, method 

and framework, the significance of the study, and the outline of this dissertation. I insert the 

premise of my main argument in the framework summarised from my systematic reading of 

current academic research done by prominent Malay studies’ scholars and literary scientists on 

the attitude towards gender and sexuality in literature by Malay Muslim authors.  I briefly lay 

out the basis for the taboo among the Malaysian scholars in examining Malay sexuality in 

popular fiction and the factors contributing to the growing number of popular sexual literature 

(novel and short stories) written in English in the past ten years.  

Chapter Two focuses on  existing academic literature on texts that discusses sexuality 

such as sexual and erotic literature that is available in contemporary Malaysian literature both 

in Malay and English languages to locate the position of these texts in the current Malaysian 

literary tradition. The chapter begins by defining the principal terms used in the title of this 

dissertation. This chapter also discusses the social, political, religious and historical events that 

shape the face of contemporary Malaysian literary tradition. In doing so, it explains how sexual 
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fiction in English becomes a literary counter-culture movement. I discuss how British 

imperialism in Malaya (now Malaysia) had played a role in dividing modern Malaysian 

literature based on language. I also provide arguments based on current literary theories on the 

construction of social “norms” with the Malay Muslim’s attitude, knowledge, and system of 

gender and sexuality and then argue how this social construction of ideas and concepts on one’s 

body are not fixed ideas and concepts but they change according to the social and political 

influences of the time. 

Chapter Three maps out the publications of sexually explicit fiction (novels and short 

stories) in contemporary MPFE by Malay Muslim authors published in a decade (between 2010 

and 2020). It attempts to record publications, common themes, issues, authors’ literary styles 

and writing techniques of sexual fiction in the MPFE genre. This mapping out work is essential 

since it gives an overview of the trends of MPFE and the literary interests of Malay Muslim 

authors of English writings in recent years. Available English popular fictions with themes of 

gender and sexuality published between 2010 and 2020 are listed and then divided into three 

approaches based on the writers’ approaches to the subject. The first category is content on 

sexuality in texts to arouse readers’ sensual pleasure. The second category is content on 

sexuality in texts to criticise or comment on social issues and other matters about gender, sex, 

and sexuality. In this chapter, I also discuss the literary strategies used by Malay Muslim authors 

in the English language to express sexual content and highlight their functions. This strategy 

covers their style of writing, choice of themes, settings (time, place), characterisation, and the 

role of narrators in the narratives. This mapping work is far from providing a complete and 

exhaustive record of sexual publications in English in the last decade. There are still more works 

to be included, but it is my attempt, to the best of my ability, to provide the most up-to-date 

record of sexual literature in the MPFE genre, at least in the first decade of its introduction. 
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Chapter Four analyzes alternative images of contemporary Malay women in two MPFE 

short stories published in two Fixi Novo’s KL Noir series (volume White and Red)9. The first 

short story is titled Savages (2015), written by Nadia Khan, and the second short story is titled 

The Runner (2015), written by Adib Zaini. I argue that the two female protagonists use their 

bodies to reject the dominant ideas about female sexuality and gender stratification. Their 

characters show how they control their bodies and manipulate their sexuality to “fix” the system 

of gender in society and fight their predators. They are portrayed as strong, brave, and 

independent Malay female characters which are contrary to Malay women's images often 

displayed in popular romance fiction in the Malay language. Their strength and resistance paint 

a new stroke to the way images of Malay women in literature are portrayed. They bring light to 

taboo social issues such as rape crime, sexual misconduct by the authority, incest, and illegal 

sex out of wedlock for discussions. 

Chapter Five is an analysis of the Malay gender system by looking into Malay male 

images in two MPFE short stories published in Fixi Novo’s KL Noir (volume White). The first 

short story is titled Dick (2015) by Hasrul Rizwan, and the second short story is titled Playtime 

(2015) by Arif Zulkifli. This analysis is framed by my reading on the anthropologist Michael 

G. Peletz’s (1995) discussion on the conflicting images of male roles and masculinity in 

everyday Malay society, which contrasts with the dominant images of Malay males portrayed 

in mainstream literature in the Malay language. I demonstrate how the male characters in the 

two short stories invert the standard images of Malay masculinity by expressing their 

vulnerabilities, weaknesses, and failures that are rarely emphasised in the dominant Malay 

romance literature. I agree with Peletz that, behind the “official/hegemonic features” of Malay 

masculine roles that give them a superior position in the gender hierarchy, especially in 

 
9 Volume White used in this analysis is the seventh edition, the first edition is published in 2013. Volume Red 
used in this analysis is the ninth edition, the first edition is published in 2013. 
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marriage institutions and Islamic practices in public sphere, there are “fissures [and] 

contradictions” that demonstrate their vulnerability in private sphere (p. 259). The two short 

stories selected demonstrate how archetypal male-gender roles and sexual identity in 

contemporary Malay romance fiction are challenged in MPFE through “many features of which 

constitute an explicitly subversive challenge to (inversion of) the official discourse” (Peletz, 

1996, p. 257). 

Feminist scholars might argue the necessity of studying masculinity in popular literature 

that many scholars consider as gendered10 and stereotypical11, but I believe that it is vital to 

have a critical reflection on expressions of Malay masculinity in English popular literature so 

that there is equilibrium in the literary debates on Malay gender and sexuality. To quote Peletz 

(1995), the topic of masculinity in social studies has suffered “taken-for-granted syndrome” as 

opposed to the study of femininity in any society (p. 79). This is evident in the lack of studies 

on male images (masculinity) in Malaysian literature. As Peletz (1995) explains, the existing 

scholarly studies on “the social and cultural dimensions of maleness are often dealt with 

implicitly rather than explicitly. Much of contemporary feminist anthropology also concentrates 

entirely on women (as opposed to gender) and takes constructions of masculinity for granted” 

(Peletz, 1995, p. 79). Therefore, the examination of Malay masculinity in popular literature 

within this chapter is needed in understanding the complexities of the gender system in the 

Malay society (Peletz, 1995, p. 79).  

Chapter Six concludes the dissertation with an emphasis on major points discussed 

throughout the paper. It highlights the construction of the gender system, norms of sexual 

behaviours, and perceptions on sexuality in the Malay culture based on Islam, adat, social and 

 
10 Rohizah and Sharifah Fazliyaton (2020). 
 
11 Wan Hasmah (2016). 



GENDER AND SEXUALITY IN CONTEMPORARY MPFE 31 

political values in the Malay society.  In this chapter, I briefly restate the findings of this study 

from my examination of sexual fiction in contemporary MPFE. I stress the importance of 

contemporary MPFE as a space where ideas and concepts of Malay sexuality are openly 

discussed and questioned, making the genre a historical report of Malay’s sexual behaviour in 

the early twenty-first century. At the end of the chapter, I offer suggestions on possible future 

research on Malay gender, sexual behaviour, and sexuality by advanced or aspiring students, 

researchers, and academicians interested in Malay gender and sexuality studies specifically and 

Southeast Asian studies generally. 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

Defining terms in the scope of the study 

Gender and sexuality 

The study on gender and sexuality is developing day by day. It is becoming a serious 

topic worth looking at as it reflects the reality experienced in our society today. The expansion 

of the gender landscape in the West today was encouraged by, among others, the discussion on 

sexuality expressed by Michel Foucault in his book entitled L'Histoire de la sexualité (History 

of Sexuality) in four volumes which were published beginning in the late 1970s. It is also 

important to note that, even though the gender queer study is beyond the scope of this study, it 

is helpful for readers that some of the important terms are included in the explanation for brief 

reference. Readers who develop further interest in the subject may learn some knowledge to 

benefit their future research. 

Foucault’s major arguments are gender and sexuality are social constructions , and 

sexuality is an expression of power relations. Another historical event is the American sexual 

revolution in the 1960s that has changed the way Westerners view their bodies. The 

construction of the Western definition of gender provides a more comprehensive glossary 

around the terms compared to that offered by the Malay Muslim culture because the Malay 

Muslim culture officially recognises only two genders: male (masculine) and female 

(feminine). This, however, does not mean that other types of genders do not exist or are not 

recognised in the Malay society only, their representation in the mainstream Malaysian 

literature, especially in the Malay language, is still scarce. Hence, the Malay language has its 

own terms to recognise third genders or people who do not conform to the traditional gender 

binary system such terms as mak nyah (transgender), bapok, or pondan (effeminate male), and 

tomboy (boyish girl), to name a few. Apart from this reason, the Malays also do not strictly 

structure their gender system based on externally visible genitals. Instead, gendering is 
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expressed in terms of moral values (Ong, 1995). It means a person’s masculinity or femininity 

is based on how they perform in terms of social values set by the standard of the Malay society. 

For example, “masculinity thus depended to an important degree, though not entirely, on a 

man’s economic power and moral authority over women in his household. The Islamic 

emphasis on female chastity imposed more rigorous restrictions on unmarried women (called 

anak dara, or virgins) than on unmarried youths, although promiscuity in either sex was 

criticised” (Ong, 1995, pp. 165-167). She continues, “in kampung society, then, Islamic law 

defined a man’s identity in terms of his ability to prepare for his sons for independent 

householding, to control the sexuality of his wife and daughters, and to provide all economic 

support for his household” (Ong, 1995, p. 167).  Therefore, the Western definition of gender is 

more helpful in providing definitions to the extended terms and concepts in the field. It is 

helpful that key terms used in this study are defined so that readers may have a clearer 

understanding of all terms in the subsequent discussions. 

Gender: Traditionally, a person is assigned a gender based on their biological makeup or their 

externally visible genitals at birth. Oxford’s Learner’s dictionary recognises two types of 

gender which are men and women. Today, gender is “the fact of being male or female, especially 

when considered with reference to social and cultural differences, not differences in biology”12 

or “the physical and/or social condition of being male or female”13. Third gender or genderqueer 

is commonly referred to as people or nonbinary. Therefore, in today’s Western culture, there 

are now men, women, and people (nonbinary) being recognised. 

 
12 Retrieved from Oxford Learner’s Dictionaries (online) 

https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/gender?q=gender (retrieved 5 April 2021). 
 
13 Retrieved from Cambridge Dictionary (online) https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/gender 
(retrieved 5 April 2021). 

https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/gender?q=gender
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/gender
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Figure 3: Categories of gender in Western culture 

 

Feminist knowledge on Poststructuralism claims that the gendering system or gender 

identity is cultural and should not be binary. In some cultures, there can be more than two 

genders being acknowledged while in some other cultures, there are only two recognised 

genders or even none. The traditional Malay Muslim culture, for example, does not organise its 

gender system based solely on its biological makeup, but rather, “gender differentiation was 

commonly expressed not in terms of biological makeup but in terms of morality” (Ong, 1995, 

p. 165). In line with poststructuralist’ ideas, Strathern “points out that gender ideas often operate 

as an indigenous conceptualization of social cause and effect” (as cited in Ong, 1995, p. 16).  

Gender identity: An infant is assigned a gender identity at birth based on their external genitals 

or biological sex. Traditionally, there are two gender identities, male (masculine) or female 

(feminine), but there are people who do not conform to their gender identity based on their 

external genitals or biological sex (Humm, 2007). They may express their gender identity 

differently than what has been assigned (gender roles) to them based on their biological sex. 

People 
(nonbinary)
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Figure 4: Gender assignment at birth 

 

Growing up, if individuals stay within their circle (i.e., male to man), that individual is called a 

cisgender, which is defined as “on the same side of” + gender.  

Figure 5: Cisgender 

 

If one moves circles, or when one’s gender identity and biological sex are not congruent, the 

individual may identify as transgender or transsexual from trans meaning “beyond, across, 

through” + gender. Therefore, gender identity is “one’s sense of oneself as male, female, or 

transgender”14. “Gender identity applies to all individuals and is not a characteristic only of 

transgender or gender-nonconforming individuals. Gender identity is distinct from sexual 

 
14 Taken from The Guidelines for Psychological Practice with Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Clients, adopted by the 
APA Council of Representatives, February 18-20, 2011. The Guidelines are available on the APA website at 

http://www.apa.org/pi/lgbt/resources/guidelines.aspx (retrieved 5 April 2021). 
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to man
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https://apastyle.apa.org/style-grammar-guidelines/bias-free-language/sexual-orientation
http://www.apa.org/pi/lgbt/resources/guidelines.aspx
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orientation; thus, the two must not be conflated (e.g., a gay transgender man has a masculine 

gender identity and a gay sexual orientation, a straight cisgender woman has a feminine gender 

identity and a straight sexual orientation)” (American Psychological Association, 2019). 

Figure 6: Nonbinary 

 

Gender normative: “Behaviour that is compatible with cultural expectations is referred to as 

gender-normative”15. For example, masculinity is defined as “the characteristics that are 

traditionally thought to be typical of or suitable for men”16 or “the fact of being a man; the 

qualities that are considered to be typical of men”17.  

 
15 Taken from The Guidelines for Psychological Practice with Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Clients, adopted by 
the APA Council of Representatives, February 18-20, 2011. The Guidelines are available on the APA website at 
http://www.apa.org/pi/lgbt/resources/guidelines.aspx (retrieved 5 April 2021). 
 
16 Taken from Cambridge Dictionary (online) at https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/masculinity 
(retrieved 5 April 2021). 

 
17 Taken from Oxford Learner’s Dictionaries (online) at 
https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/masculinity?q=masculinity (retrieved 5 April 
2021). 
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https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/masculinity
https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/masculinity?q=masculinity
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Gender nonbinary: Nonbinary is described as people who do not identify as either male or 

female gender. “Behaviours that are viewed as incompatible with these expectations constitute 

gender non-conformity”18: 

Figure 7: Example of gender nonbinary or trans man from female at birth 

    

Sex versus Sexuality: Sex or jantina refers to biological sex assignment determined by the 

externally visible genitals at birth, either female or male. Sexuality is defined as “someone's 

ability to experience or express sexual feelings”19 or “the feelings and activities connected with 

a person’s sexual desires”20. Unlike in Western society, there are strictly two types of human 

sex acceopted in the traditional and conservative Malay society which are male and female. 

This knowledge is the foundation of Malay sexuality. As Wan Hasmah (2016) reiterates, 

 
18 Taken from The Guidelines for Psychological Practice with Lesbian, Gay, and Bisexual Clients, adopted by 
the APA Council of Representatives, February 18-20, 2011. The Guidelines are available on the APA website at 
http://www.apa.org/pi/lgbt/resources/guidelines.aspx (retrieved 5 April 2021). 
 
19 Taken from Cambridge Dictionary (online) at https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/sexuality 

(retrieved 5 April 2021). 
 
20 Taken from Oxford Learner’s Dictionaries (online) at 
https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/sexuality?q=sexuality (retrieved 5 April 2021). 
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“Orang yang menjadi lelaki atau perempuan telah difahamkan secara 

sedar atau tidak sedar tentang garis panduan berhubung tingkah laku 

mereka supaya identiti seksual mereka mantap dan menepati norma-

norma budaya sesebuah masyarakat” (p. 23). 

[A person, male or female, have been consciously or unconsciously 

imparted with guidelines regarding their behaviour so that their sexual 

identity is established and conformed to the cultural norms of a society] 

(Author’s translation). 

“The Malay Muslims” in the scope of this study 

The Malay Muslims in this research specifically refer to the 69.6 percent of the Malay 

population from the total population of Malaysian residing in the country (Department of 

Statistics Malaysia, 2020). In the Southeast Asian region, the term Malay is understood 

differently in various Southeast Asian countries. According to Milner (2011), the Malays are a 

group of Austronesian-language-speaking people who inhabits the “Malay World”. He adds 

that the Malay World encompasses the majority areas of Southeast Asia and extends to small 

territories in Sri Lanka, Australia, and South Africa because of the existence of Malay-like 

people in these areas (Milner, 2011).  

In Malaysia and Singapore, the term “Malay” implies a racial identity or a race that is 

equal to the Indian race or the Chinese race, whereas, in the neighbouring country such as in 

Indonesia, the term “Malay” is understood as an ethnic-make up equal to Javanese, Boyanese 

or Sundanese, all of which belong to the Indonesian race (Bangsa Indonesia). Uniquely in 

Malaysia, the profession of the Islamic faith is a key identifier for the Malays. According to 

Article 160 (2), the Malay race is a group of “people who habitually speak the Malay language, 

lead the Malay way of life and profess the Islamic faith” (Malaysian Constitution, Article 160 

[2]). A Javanese Muslim who is a citizen of Indonesia is not a Malay by the definition of the 
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Indonesian constitution. By the same token, a Javanese Muslim who is a citizen of Malaysia is 

officially identified by the Malaysian constitution as a Malay.  

A survey done in 2015 by the independent pollster Merdeka Centre shows that sixty 

percent of Malaysian Malay participants identify themselves by their religion first rather than 

by their citizenship or ethnicities compared to fifty-eight percent of Malaysian Chinese and 

sixty-three percent of Malaysian Indian participants who identify themselves by their 

citizenship first (Teo, 2015). According to Ibrahim Suffian, the executive director of Merdeka 

Centre, “it's not that they have any problems identifying themselves as Malays, but being 

Muslim connotes a deeper sense of belonging” (Teo, 2015). Ibrahim’s comment is in line with 

Jerome’s (2011) remark that this sense of belonging in the religion “strengthens the conflation 

of Malay with Muslim in the national imagery” (Jerome, p. 170). The national imagery supports 

and maintains the special status of the Malay people ascribed in the Constitution. Challenging 

this national imagery can be construed as challenging the special status of the Malay people 

itself.  

To most “well-defined” Malays, people who do not successfully integrate this dominant 

culture are considered “ill-defined” members of the community for their inability to emulate 

the image of a good Malay Muslim citizen. Conservatives interpret the rejection of Islamic 

identity as the rejection of Malay identity because theoretically, “the Malay identity is virtually 

a synonym for Islam” (Muhammad, 1996, p. 101). Islam is a significant part of Malay identity 

as it configures the majority aspects of the Malay worldview in Malaysia, including its 

language, culture, and tradition.  

A “stricter Islam” that is practiced by the Malays today is paradoxically engineered by 

the same secular government (led by UMNO) who wanted an alternative identity to the one 

formulated by the 1970-1980s Islamic resurgence movement that rejected secularism on the 
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basis that it is a Western idea to “neo-colonise” the country. The UMNO government then 

formulated the “New Malay” identity to “engineer” a Malay community that is not only God-

conscious but also embraces modern values that are, in the government’s view, important in the 

development of the country to achieve their 202021 vision. Therefore, the government assures 

the Malay people that “the definition of the New Malay incorporates and aspires to make Islam 

the basis in all aspects” (Muhammad, 1996, p. 102). Hence, Islam continues to be a significant 

marker of the Malay identity.  

Since then, this identity has been mobilised by the UMNO government as an image that 

the Malays in Malaysia can identify with. The outcome if this mobilisation is that it had 

inadvertently created a homogenous identity and consequently marginalised other minor 

identities. Not only that, in the everyday practices of tradition and culture, many Syncretic22 

practices in the old Malay customs had been abolished in order to make Islam the basis in all 

aspects” (Muhammad, 1996, p. 102).  

Milner’s (2011) explanation of Djamour’s account on the effects of nation-state identity 

on the psychology of the people is interesting to be observed. Although Djamour explains the 

impacts of nation-state identity in general, it can be used to describe the consequences of the 

promotion of homogenous nation-state identity on a multi-ethnic, multicultural society such as 

one in Malaysia. Djamour explains that, aside from its unifying element, nation-state identity 

 
21 For further reading on the New Malay identity, please find Muhammad (1996).  

 
22 Khoo (2006) divides Islamic practices in modern Malaysia to two types: Syncretic Islam and Scripturalist Islam. 
Syncretic Islam is defined as religious practices which combines different beliefs’ system. In Malaysia, the period 
before 1970s is defined by this practice (Khoo, 2006).  Scripturalist Islam is religious practices which is based 
solely on the teachings of Quran. According to Khoo (2006), the period after Islamic insurgence movement is 
defined by this practice. For Khoo (2006), the Syncretic period saw less ethnic tension among the diverse people 
in Malaysia because the people identify with their citizenship first, which is a more neutral identifier than religion, 

race or language (2006).  
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blurs the identities of sub-groups in Malaysia, silences “other” identities, and positions them at 

the periphery of dominant discourse (as cited in Milner, 2011, p. 8).  

The dominant culture of Malaysian society today is the Malay culture, as the Malay race 

makes up 69.6 percent of the total Malaysian population (Department of Statistics Malaysia, 

2020). This culture is heavily informed by the teachings of the Quran. In terms of sexuality, the 

Quran provides clear-cut rulings on the subject. The religion forbids its believers from 

committing sexual immorality or indulging in sexual misbehaviours. In the Quran, there are 

clear and unambiguous warnings against approaching sexual transgressions and immoralities. 

In one verse it says, “Do not go near adultery. It is truly a shameful deed and an evil way” 

(Quran, 17: 32, Dr. Mustafa Khattab). As Rahimah (2015) highlights in her study on the 

expression of sexual deviations in traditional Malay poetry,  

“Islam remains violently hostile to all other ways of realizing sexual 

desire, which are regarded as unnatural purely and simply because they 

run counter to the antithetical harmony of the sexes; they violate the 

harmony of life; they plunge man into ambiguity; they violate the very 

architectonics of the cosmos. As a result, the divine curse embraces both 

the boyish woman and the effeminate man, male and female 

homophilia, auto-eroticism, zoophilia, etc. Indeed, all these ‘deviations’ 

involve the same refusal to accept the sexed body and to assume the 

female or male condition. Sexual deviation is a revolt against God” (p. 

292).  

The punishments for fornication are also laid out to discourage the believers from 

committing such misconduct.  
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“‘As for’ those of your women who commit illegal intercourse- call four 

witnesses from among yourselves. If they testify, confine the offenders 

to their homes until they die or Allah ordains a ‘different’ way for them” 

(Quran, 4: 15, Dr. Mustafa Khattab). 

And, 

“And the two among you who commit this sin-discipline them. If they 

repent and mend their ways, relieve them. Surely, Allah is ever 

Accepting of repentance and Merciful” (Quran, 4: 16, Dr. Mustafa 

Khattab). 

Religious repercussions against sexual deviation are also reflected in the Malay literary 

tradition. Conservative Malay Muslim scholars detest the expressions of sexuality in literature.  

For many refined Malay Muslim scholars, expressions of sexuality in literature brings down 

the quality of the work because “Bahasa yang demikian sifatnya menjauhkan manusia dari 

mengenal kebenaran, oleh itu dengan mudah akan melalaikannya, atau memberi gambaran 

palsu yang kaya dengan ilusi yang boleh menyesatkan” [Such language by its nature keeps man 

from knowing the truth, and therefore such work will distract him, or give a false impression of 

illusions which may be misleading] (Author’s translation) (Mohd. Affandi, 2008, p. 21). 

Ultimately, writing is seen as an act of worship (ibadah) that a person should not take lightly. 

Unlike in Western tradition where literature is seen as a practice of imagination and creativity, 

the Malay Muslim tradition view writing skills as a gift from Allah (Muhammad Haji Salleh, 

2006). Hence, “the society cannot accept works that reflect the dominance of this issue [sexual 

behaviour] above the actual functions of literature, which are to entertain and to instruct, 

especially if this issue goes against the aims of writing, which should be to advance elements 

of “courtesy” in the works” (Rahimah, 2015).  Muhammad Haji Salleh (2006) adds that 
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“literature, for Malaysians, is nothing if it cannot teach, directly or indirectly, through lectures 

or clowns, through situational lessons or examples of heroes and heroines. It brings the lessons 

of humans and the teaching of the divine” (p. 114). Therefore, the insertion of sexual portrayals 

in the literature that may give its readers sensual pleasure is considered a wasteful activity that 

encourages moral transgressions. Understanding such taboo attached to the subject is important 

in understanding why writings with explicit descriptions of sexual behaviours are considered 

unworthy of scholarly discussions. 

“Contemporary” Malaysian Popular Fiction in English (MPFE) 

Malaysian popular fiction written in English (MPFE) branches out from the bigger and 

more encompassing contemporary Malaysian literature in English (MLIE). English-language 

fiction in Malaysia is referred to in several terms, some of which are minor literature, secondary 

literature, and sectional literature due to its inferior status to national literature, Malay 

literature, that is written in the national language of Malaysia (Ng, 2011; Mohammad A. 

Quayum, 2018). It is sometimes called the literature of popular culture. Popular culture is 

defined as a culture that does not differentiate between high and low culture (Rahimah, 2012). 

The Malay literature is considered the standard or national literature because of the position 

of the Malay language as the official and national language of Malaysia. In contemporary 

Malaysian literary tradition, popular literature is generally found in four main genres;  

1. Romance fiction in Malay-language 

2. Islamic/Post-Islamic popular fiction in Malay-language 

3. Popular fiction in English-language 

4. Popular fiction in vernacular language.  

The common themes within popular fiction irrespective of language are thriller, fiction, 

crime, and adventure (Zainal Rashid, 2020). Romance fiction in the Malay language is the most 
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popular genre of reading among young Malaysian women, and its popularity is very defining 

that many novels are adapted into films and television shows for mainstream viewing (Rohizah 

and Sharifah Fazliyaton, 2020).  

Scholars of Malaysian literature may differ in terms of what “contemporary” 

constitutes. For example, Muhammad Haji Salleh (1988, 2015) himself would define 

“contemporary” as two concepts; time and genre. According to Muhammad Haji Salleh (1988, 

2015), “contemporary” in literature, firstly, is a period that is punctuated by a literary or cultural 

movement that began after World War 2, whereas Mohamad A. Quayum (2008) would define 

it as a genre of MLIE. In Muhammad Haji Salleh’s (2015) An Introduction to Modern 

Malaysian Literature (2015), he also refers to “contemporary” like “Modern” indicating to 

Modernist literary approach taken by Malay Muslim authors in the 19th century that is different 

from the traditional court stories on “palace, princesses and princes” (p. 5). To him, the 

Modernist approach is more realistic and individualistic in which “the figures and characters 

they described were quite familiar, living in towns, villages, or on boats and whom readers 

could relate to” (Muhammad Haji Salleh, 2015, p. 5).  

In another opinion, Syed Mohd. Zakir (2009), the modern period of Malay Literature 

which entails “contemporary” began to develop in the late 1930s. Literature produced in this 

period carried political ideologies to reject Western hegemonic rules over Malaya. According 

to the scholar, it was first initiated by Islamic-educated Malay scholars from Middle Eastern 

universities who came back to the country with revolutionary ideas and this was followed up 

by a group of local teacher-trainees from Sultan Idris Teacher Training College (SITC)23 (Syed 

Mohd. Zakir, 2009). While the period remains to be an ongoing debate among critics in the 

field, the most generally accepted punctuation is provided by Muhammad Haji Salleh (1988) in 

 
23 Since 1st of May 1997, the institution is called Universiti Pendidikan Sultan Idris (UPSI). 
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his earlier book An Anthology of Contemporary Malaysian Literature (1988). He describes that 

the period of Malaysian Contemporary Literature began at the end of the Second World War in 

the mid of twentieth century (Muhammad Haji Salleh, 1988). Following this timeline, 

Mohammad A. Quayum (2008) concurs that contemporary Malaysian Literature in English 

emerged in the late 1940s.  

According to Mohammad A. Quayum (2008), Malaysian Anglophone Literature was 

first formed by a minority group of intellectuals based in Singapore. During the British 

occupation of Malaya, Singapore was still part of The Straits Settlement. Yet, it was not until 

1963 that Singapore formally joined its neighbour to form the Federation of Malaysia. In the 

early nineteenth century, Singapore was a fertile ground for the development of indigenous 

writing in English for two reasons; firstly, it was the centre of education in British Malaya 

where the first university in the region was founded (The University of Malaya) (Mohammad 

A. Quayum, 2008), and secondly, due to its strategic location, it was also home to current time 

regional and international printing presses (Syed Mohd. Zakir, 2009). He also quoted Wang 

Gungwu’s poem titled Pulse, which was published in 1950 as the first official English work by 

an indigenous to initiate the starting point of modern Malaysian Anglophone Literature 

(Mohammad A. Quayum, 2008). Singapore did not remain long in its union with Malaysia and 

declared its independence to form the Republic of Singapore in 1965 but within these two years, 

Singapore being the regional centre of knowledge and publishing activities at that time had 

sparked the initiation of MLIE in Malaya. 

Yet, “contemporary” in Malaysian literary discourse has always been about a movement 

to its spectacles and enthusiasts. Upon further investigation into the genre, the author observes 

that “contemporary”, within the Malaysian context, does not strictly refer to a period or a 

timeline but is more of a genre. This is explained by Lloyd Fernando and Muhammad Haji 

Salleh’s description of two revolutionary works of literature. In their research, both scholars 
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select examples of literary works that display ‘deviant’ characteristics from the norm in their 

times. To summarise their opinions, a “contemporary” work challenges the orthodox style 

typical in its period, and in doing so, it introduces “more independent and critical, thus 

introducing obviously modern elements and new perspectives” (Muhammad Haji Salleh, 1988).  

Muhammad Haji Salleh (1988) refers to Abdullah Munsyi’s introduction of the 

autobiographical style of writing in the traditional Malay literary tradition to define 

“contemporary”. In this sense, he equates “contemporary” with an introduction of something 

new and a refreshing experience to the existing trend of a particular time. Munsyi’s Hikayat 

Abdullah and Hikayat Pelayaran Abdullah published between the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries were his travel journals to old Singapore, Melaka, Pahang, Terengganu, and Kelantan. 

They are two of his canonical works that reveal his voice as the narrator and observer 

(Muhammad Haji Salleh, 1988). This style of writing divided the classical period from the 

modern period in the Malay history of writing.  

Contrary to the omnipresent narrators in the classics, Munsyi’s autobiographies show a 

distinct style of writing that incorporates a more independent, personal, and critical voice, a 

style that had no precedence in the Malay literature of his time (Muhammad Haji Salleh, 1988). 

Uninfluenced by the Malay royal court style, which was common in this period, Munsyi’s 

approach was considered revolutionary for his general readers. His critics would argue that his 

work is done “with obvious British ways of looking at Malay states, personalities, and societies” 

(Muhammad Haji Salleh, 1988, p. xiii). However in his defense, Muhammad Haji Salleh (1988) 

claims that, Munsyi "was the product of a society that did not belong to the mainstream of that 

literature. Muhammad Haji Salleh also continues to suggest that, for a long time, Abdullah was 

to remain an island of change and development outside a tradition that he had discarded” (1988, 

p. xiv). 



GENDER AND SEXUALITY IN CONTEMPORARY MPFE 47 

Fernando (1970), on the other hand, quoted Omar Mohamed Nor, a young MLIE poet 

in the late 1960s whose poem titled “e.e. cummings talked to me from his graves” to show an 

example of work that could fit within Mohammad A. Quayum’s definition of “contemporary” 

as a movement. He highlights the poem’s linguistics style as, 

“joyfully embraced a kind of Larkinesque directness, and a trendy 

colloquialism. On the whole this has been a liberating influence. The 

language of Omar Mohamed Nor’s poems is a neutral kind of medium 

which allows the poet’s own speaking voice to come through without 

difficulty. Stripped clean of early twentieth-century habits of 

allusiveness, it is the mark of a kind of ‘international style’- perhaps 

‘Commonwealth style’ is more accurate- in minor poetry appearing 

nearly everywhere it seems’. One imagines much of this being read to 

jazz accompaniment” (Fernando, 1970, p. 63). 

Unfortunately, there is not much being mentioned about this young Malay poet 

elsewhere, considering that he wrote it in English, which is linguistically innovative compared 

to the traditional poetic style commonly adopted by the Malay poets of his time. The 

Commonwealth style that Fernando (1970) brings to light here is a style that is not necessarily 

characterised by Western Anglo culture. Instead, the poem blends and mashes several cultures 

together and defies strictly concerted mono traditions to conjure what we understand today as 

a “global experience”: 

“paul Tillich came recently 

and was ragged because of 

his theological beliefs 

i met a muslim who is still  
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repenting for not having  

performed his pilgrimage to mekah  

he paid attention to his quran 

I, to my bible 

I asked him whether there’s  

going to be a muslim-christian  

holocaust and he says that  

the true muslim is a true christian  

even bob dylan would sing to 

that,”24 (Fernando, 1970, p. 63).  

In this excerpt of Omar’s poem, his “international style” or “Commonwealth style” is 

the futuristic style that Muhammad Haji Salleh had mentioned in his definition of 

contemporary. The difficulty faced in the form of rejection by the mainstreams which Omar 

shares with Munsyi, can be heard in his plead to finish the poem. In the final stanzas, he uses 

wit by alluding his critics to “the worms”, in anticipation of the backlash that he might  receive 

from his conservative contemporaries: 

“i must stop here 

it’s bed time and I have to 

cook myself for the worms 

 
24 I have yet to find the location of this poem in its original book, until its original source is found, a reference to 
Fernando’s paper is given here for the original source of the poem.  
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they object to badly cooked food 

they dislike my poems because 

i did not use  

capital letters” (Fernando, 1970, pp. 63-64). 

Omar’s poem and Muhammad Haji Salleh’s examples speak volumes of the kind of 

literary “deviance” that a contemporary work provides. This study seeks to focus on the element 

of deviance in literature and how this element is used by contemporary Malay Muslim writers 

to speak of sensitive and taboo subjects such as gender and sexuality in their works. Against 

sanctioning and marginalisation, how does the MLIE platform managed to provide a plausible 

ground for the discussion on Malay gender and sexuality to thrive? 

Theoretical approaches to sexual texts: Gagasan Persuratan Baru, Puitika Sastera 

Melayu 

The axis of my research is an extension of my reading on Aihwa Ong’s (1995) findings 

on sexuality and gender construct observed in the contemporary Malay community. Based on 

her study done on the Malay Muslim community in the late 1990s, she claims that “the twists 

and turns in gender contestations show vividly that gender politics are seldom merely about 

gender; they represent and crystallize nationwide struggles over a crisis of cultural identity, 

development, class formation, and the changing kinds of imagined community that are 

envisioned” (Ong, 1995, p. 187). This means that her observation also reveals some of the key 

conceptions of Malay sexuality and sensuality and how their meanings are impacted by the 

changes in social interactions that occur around the time. 

The common perception among contemporary Malaysian readers on sexual literature in 

the Malay tradition is that any expressions of sexuality in literature are either a marketing 

strategy to sell the book or a flight of fantasy to arouse sensual pleasure in its readers (Mohd. 
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Affandi, 2008; Ungku Maimunah, 2011; Mohd. Zariat, 2013). There is a political, social, and 

religious basis to this perception. To the conservative Malay literary scholars, the primary 

function of Malay literature is to cultivate the minds and elevate human civilisat ion to 

sophistication (Ungku Maimunah, 2011). Since sexual behaviour is deemed as inferior to 

reasoning, the inclusion of erotic elements in literature takes away the value of writing as an 

activity for a refined mind (Mohd. Affandi et. El., 2008). This strict observation on such 

tradition forces Ungku Maimunah (2011) to re-examine S.E.A. Write awardees (1988) Azizi 

Haji Abdullah’s novel titled Bila Hujan Malam (1983) to challenge the novel’s “undeserved” 

recognition as Ungku (2011) deems the work to be vulgar merely for having descriptions of 

sexual behaviours. Her article justifies her claim by pointing to the excessive portrayals of 

sexual crudities in the novel and how such portrayals support patriarchal representations of 

Malay women’s image. Ungku (2011) concludes that reservations should be observed against 

awarding the novel as it manipulates sexual scenes to sensationalise the story rendering it “no 

more than an erotic novel” (Ungku Maimunah, 2011, p. 61). Supporting Ungku’s view, Mohd. 

Affandi (2008) labels literature with sexual expressions as Karya Picisan and Sastera Popular 

(Dime/Low-brow/Popular literature). According to Mohd. Affandi (2008), “a work is 

categorised as picisan when it makes iniquity as its principal value, such as when illicit sex is 

presented as “acceptable” and portrayed as an inevitable consequence of a tragedy, exploitation, 

injustice, and deception, thus elevating illicit sex to an exalted symbol in the work” (p. 62).  

Malaysia Popular Fiction in English (MPFE, alternatively referred to as English Urban 

Fiction and Pulp Fiction), is the Malay equivalence of Sastera Popular (Popular Literature) or 

Sastera Picisan (Dime Literature) which according to Mohd. Zariat (2013) connotes 

intellectually inferior literature. It is the opposite of Genuine or High Literature that is otherwise 

considered intellectually superior. Gagasan Persuratan Baru or Persuratan Baru (the School 

of Genuine Literature) stresses the importance of keeping two Islamic principles in mind when 
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a person begins to write; the first principle is to maintain the usage of aesthetics and the second 

principle is to propagate morally upright values (based on Islamic knowledge) (Muhammad 

Haji. Salleh, 2006; Mohd. Affandi, 2008; Mohd. Zariat, 2009; Rahimah, 2015). Mohd. Zariat 

(2013) further describes popular fiction as writings that lack critical observations on social, 

philosophical, moral, and ethical values.  For him, popular fiction lacks merit for critical 

evaluations (Mohd. Zariat, 2013). For Haron (2003), the subjects dealt with in popular fiction 

are simplistic issues that do not require critical skills from the readers’ part to digest the stories. 

The focus of the narratives is in the structure of the novel; the beginning, the end, with rising 

towards and falling from climax, but not the deeper or subliminal meanings of the stories (Nurul 

Nuraina, & Nur Nafishah, 2020). 

Most importantly for many critics from this school, the main purpose of its publication 

is to make a profit from the selling (Mohd. Zariat, 2008). The consumer’s taste directs the flow 

of content within this category and it follows the trend of the market (Ungku Maimunah, 2011). 

Fundamentally, this school proposes that the key difference between popular fiction and serious 

literature is fundamentally the aims and objectives of its writers. It stresses that, while popular 

fiction aims for profit, serious literature aims at “revering knowledge and building civilization” 

(Mohd. Zariat, 2013; Mohd Sani, 2016).  

Contrary to the view of Gagasan Persuratan Baru, Muhammad Haji Salleh’s Puitika 

Sastera argues that Malay literature does have space for the expressions of sexuality. Censorship 

of sexual expressions in Malay Literature only dates back to no longer than four decades ago. 

The history of Malay literature in the archipelago informs us that sex was an integral part of the 

people in the region. For example, in the pre-Islamic Javanese society, the portrayal of sexuality 

in literary works was not considered a deviant exertion because sex is recognised as the natural 

aspect of being human (Rahimah, 2015). Through sexual relationships, life is created. Rahimah 

(2015) notes that “the practise of Shivaism (Hindu-Buddhist) by the people of Central and East 
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Java who believed in the pre-Vedantic Tantric concept since the 8th century A.D. also influenced 

the nature of their sexuality. For them, “Sex was not against religion, then for sex was religion” 

(p. 291). In this case, the ordinariness and familiarity of human sexual behaviour are beautifully 

expressed in one of the Javanese manuscripts, for example Serat Centhini (Rahimah, 2015, p. 

291). Muhammad Haji Salleh (2011) points to Malay sexual literature as “Sastera Asmara” 

(Erotic Literature). According to Muhammad Haji Salleh (2011),  

“In the Malay Archipelago, the theme of love is sought in the poems 

and stories for the excitement and ecstasy it offers. And the author, even 

though he has to describe his own experiences or his desire, does not 

avoid this theme; on the contrary, in most cases, he seems to relish in 

it. Many are the evidence that point to this” (p. 19). 

Talib (2002) supports this view as such, 

“Jika disusurgalurkan sejarah penggunaan unsur erotik dalam karya 

sastera, ia sudah digunakan berabad-abad lamanya oleh pengarang-

pengarang dan pujangga tidak bernama dalam hikayat lama-lama. 

Malah ia digunakan dengan lebih meluas cuma disalurkan dengan 

wacana bahasa dan kuasa kata lebih halus sesuai dengan latar 

masyarakat zaman itu yang lebih suka berkias-kias atau bertamsil 

ibarat” (pp. 136- 137). 

[If we trace the history of inserting erotic elements in literary works, 

[we would know that] it has been applied for centuries by many 

anonymous authors and poets in classical hikayat(s). It was prevalent, 

except that it is expressed in a subtle discourse and language that 
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followed the practice of the society at the time that prefers to speak in 

a decorative and complex manner] (Author’s translation). 

In addition, Shamsul Amri and Mohamad Fauzi (2006) also note that,  

“Indeed, various historical texts, such as the writings of Khadijah 

Terong of Pulau Penyengat, Riau (Ding 2002), the famous Sejarah 

Melayu, Tuhfat al-Nafis, Tajul Muluk, Candraning Wanita, and Suluk 

Tambangaras, some of which date back to the 15th century, and other 

archaeological artefacts, provide us with more than sufficient empirical 

evidence that the theme on sexuality and gender in the Malay world was 

an integral part of the social life of the locals. It was certainly a lived 

reality. Inevitably, since the texts and artefacts were istana-centric in 

nature, the focus of attention was mainly on the sexual life of aristocrats 

and those living in the istana and hardly ever on those living outside 

this sphere, such as the peasants, merchants, and seafarers” (p. 62).  

Other canonical Malay hikayats that include sexual elements are Tuhfat Al-Nafis, 

Hikayat Ken Tambuhan, Hikayat Panji Semerang, Sejarah Melayu, and Hikayat Faridah 

Hanum (Talib, 2002). In Malay, various words refer to lust and romance thus signifying its 

literary significance: berahi, asyik, asyik berahi, gila asmara, berangta, kendak, kasih, sayang, 

cinta, and cinta asmara (romantic love). Being passionately in love was often associated with 

illness, as in sakit cinta (to suffer the disease of love), gila nian (excessive lust), gila ekor (tail 

madness), and gila urat (pronounced eccentricity of conduct). Related words are rindu 

(longing), dendam (pining), perpisahan (separation), perceraian (divorce) and merana 

(suffering). Each word stresses a different degree of love and passion. They uncover the 

Malays’ two common concepts attached to love; the first concept is physical love and the 
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second concept is spiritual love. For example, berahi and berangta lean heavily towards the 

physical, while kasih sayang towards the purer and familial kind, often the latter is regarded as 

purer. Based on these arguments, it is difficult to say that portrayal of gender and sexuality in 

the Malay literary tradition is taboo. 

One epic syair, Syair Seratus Siti, composed in the 18th century in fact presents sexual 

experience (physical love) in the royal court. This particular syair unravels the story of a king 

by the name of Sultan Mansur who has an insatiable lust over virgin maidens thus highlighting 

the Malay’s obsession with the concept of virginity. “This poem shows how important chastity 

is to a woman even if she is only to become a royal concubine” (Rahimah, 2015, p. 295): 

• But don’t let it be a widow 

• Whose husband was as young as her 

• Although she may be good and wise 

• I don’t want her in my heart 

• Tetapi janganlah orang yang  janda 

• Sudah bersuami samanya muda 

• Meskipun elok bijaknya ada 

• Beta tak gemar di dalam dada 

 

• Even if she doesn’t look good 

• Bring her still to meet me 

• Because she is not poor 

• Nothing can happen if she is taken 

• Meskipun buruk tidak mengapa 

• Bawa juga mari hendak berjumpa 
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• Kerana bukannya orang yang papa 

• Diambil pun tidak menjadi apa 

 

If we consider Hikayat Raja Pasai, we find the expression of “berahi” in the following 

context:  

“Ya tuanku inilah rupa Tun Abdul Jalil namanya, anak raja di benua 

Pasai.” Maka Tuan Puteri Gemerencang pun terlalu amat ia berahi 

akan dia, daripada sebab ia melihat rupa gambarnya itu. Maka Radin 

Galuh Gemerencang pun tiadalah lagi tertahan hatinya, seperti orang 

gilalah lakunya, makan minum pun tiada” (Jones, 61). 

[“Then Tun Perpatih Jena raised his hands and paid obeisance, “My, 

lord, so this is how Tun Abdul Jalil looks, the prince of Pasai.” The 

Princess Gemerencang instantly fell passionately in love with him as 

she had already seen a painting of him. Radin Galuh Gemerencang 

could not contain her feelings, as a person overcome by her emotions, 

she was not able to drink or consume any morsel of food’]  

Sexual fiction in the Malay literary tradition through the years  

Contrary to the mainstream view, there is an ongoing publication of Malay sexual 

literature from the classical period to the modern period. This is evident with the explosion of 

sexual reading materials especially between the 1930s and 1960s, the period of which some 

scholars and literary enthusiasts would call the peak of Malaysian erotic literature (Mohd. 

Zariat, 2013; Juffri, 2015; Nazir, 2018). Qalam Press, a Singapore-based publishing company, 

was one of the most prolific publishing houses between the 1930s to 1960s that made their 

name and fortune selling erotic books. The book company distributed Malay erotic novels in 
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Jawi letters, which can indicate who their market concentration is in terms of ethnicity. Raja 

Mansur (1930s), A. H. Edrus or Ahmad Lutfi (1940s), Masmera and Yahya Samah (1960s) 

were the major authors of Malay sexual novels at the time (Nazir, 2018). In 1930s, Raja Mansur 

wrote Dua Perawan Daripada Selangor (1936), Sekali Chium dan Tiga Kali Tempeleng (1936) 

and Tuan Kadhi Bercinta Buta (1937) to name a few.  

Figure 8: Siapa Sangka (1958) by Mas, published by Geliga Limited, & Kiswah (2002) by Isa Kamari, published by Pustaka 

Nasional. 

 

Note. (Juffri, 2015). Di balik pintu: Seksualiti di dalam sastera Melayu . Biblioasia.  

https://biblioasia.nlb.gov.sg/vol-11/issue-3/oct-dec-2015/pintu (retrieved 20 January, 2018). 

Between the 1940s to 1950s, A. H. Edrus or his pen name Ahmad Lutfi monopolised 

the erotic genre with his sensual titles such as Pelayan (1948), Bilik 69 (1949), Janda (1950), 

Bilek 69 Bandong (1950), Anak Kiyai (1950) and Kawan Syaitan (1951). The 1960s, which was 

the height of literary culture in Malaysia, saw other raunchy titles by many other Malay writers 

such as Masmera with Rumah Urut (1962) and Che’ Juliana (1965).  

Figure 9: Bilik 69 (1949) by Ahmad Lutfi, published by Qalam Publisher. 

https://biblioasia.nlb.gov.sg/vol-11/issue-3/oct-dec-2015/pintu
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Note. (Juffri, 2015). Di balik pintu: Seksualiti di dalam sastera Melayu . Biblioasia. 

https://biblioasia.nlb.gov.sg/vol-11/issue-3/oct-dec-2015/pintu (retrieved 20 January, 2018). 

This information tells us of the positive attitude the Malays once had towards sex and 

sexuality that contradicts some contemporary claims made by contemporary scholars about the 

genre. Juffri (2015) claims in his article, these stories are sensual but they also hinted at the 

social reality of its time. For example, erotic novels after the Japanese occupation of Malaya 

between the 1940s-1950s revealed stories of women who had to sell themselves to put food on 

the table.  

  

https://biblioasia.nlb.gov.sg/vol-11/issue-3/oct-dec-2015/pintu
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Figure 10: Rumah Urut (1962) by Masmera, Lorong Seribu Liku (1964) by Ruhi Hayat, & Bertandang ke Pintu Syurga 
Dunia (1956) by Pena Melarat. 

 

Note. (Nazir, 2018). Erotika Melayu. Glam Lelaki. 

https://glamlelaki.my/gaya-hidup/13887/ (retrieved 20 January, 2018). 

Qalam Press published these books to financially support its main business of religious 

books and serious literature. The nature of their business reveals the moral complexities of the 

Malays at the time. While promiscuous behaviour is prohibited by Islamic law, sensual books 

continued to provide successful revenue to publishers. These erotic writers find balance in their 

stories or justify the sensual parts in their stories by providing forewords that convey the 

didactic features of such stories despite their sensuality (Hooker, 2000; Nazir, 2018).  

Towards the end of the 1960s, even mainstream “refined” Malay Muslim authors 

dabbed their hands into the genre signifying the heavy popularity of sexual themes in the Malay 

literary tradition. Malay journalists such as A. Samad Ismail wrote an extensive collection of 

suggestive short stories in Temasha Tinta (1967), Shahnon Ahmad published his cynical 

Terdedah (1965) and Yahya Samah with his long list of sexual novels such as Layang-layang 

Putus Tali (1964), Dahaga (1966), Perahu Kecil Belayar Malam (1967), Pecah Berderai 

(1967), Anak Muda Karam di Pantai (1968), and Patah Dayung (1968) (Juffri, 2015; Nazir, 

2018). As Che Dan (2006) notes, the subject “has unassumingly become an important 

https://glamlelaki.my/gaya-hidup/13887/
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ingredient in modern Malay literature, thus allowing modern Malay literature to become a space 

for the explicit expression of sexuality, revealing a tendency to cater for the prurience of the 

Malay reader” (p. 96). 

Figure 11: Che’ Juliana (1965) by Masmera. 

 

Note. (Nazir, 2018). Erotika Melayu. Glam Lelaki. 

https://glamlelaki.my/gaya-hidup/13887/ (retrieved 20 January, 2018). 

More Malay Muslim writers contribute to the number of sexual texts in English in the 

past ten years than in any other decades before it. In the 1970s, Malaysia was experiencing 

dramatic social, political, and economic revolutions simultaneously. In the economic sector, the 

government’s vision to change the country from agricultural to industrial has led many foreign 

factories in to help build the country’s economy. Many Malays from rural backgrounds moved 

to bigger towns and cities to search for jobs in these factories. Separated away from families, 

relatives, and the duties as sons and daughters of villagers, factory workers who were  known 

as “Minah and Mat karen” (electric girl and electric boy) found reading popular materials as a 

way to fill in their loneliness (Shamsul Amri and Mohamad Fauzi, 2006). “In the 1970s and 

1980s, the market was flooded with “sexual novels” written by authors such as Sabar Bohari, 

https://glamlelaki.my/gaya-hidup/13887/
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with themes related to illicit sex, and laced with detailed accounts of sexual encounters, 

activities, and techniques. In this instance, sexual novels were not merely entertainment for 

labour workers but these reading materials educate their readers on how to behave sexually, a 

knowledge that is scarcely available in mainstream media. Television and radio were also part 

of their sexual education as programmes from abroad became easily accessible, thus exposing 

them to global culture. At the same period, the West was also experiencing a sexual revolution. 

The movement’s ideas penetrate the Malay’s social realm thus exposing them to new and liberal 

ways of accepting their bodies and sexualities. These ideas were brought home in two broad 

ways, firstly through television series and Western films and secondly through Malaysian 

students in Western and European universities and who later returned home with different ideas. 

Influence of Postmodernism in Malaysian literary scene 

Unlike other literary traditions, Malay literature is characterised by its function to mirror 

its society. This tradition is held highly by many Malay authors who believe in the strong 

relationship between literary practice and social change (Hooker, 2000). Therefore, the rise of 

sexual texts in English by Malay authors in the past decade indicates that there are changes in 

social, cultural, political, and religious values that must have contributed to this trend. When 

sexual text is debated in the Malay literary tradition, it is difficult not to discuss the two 

contesting theoretical frameworks that contribute to the discourse on sexual texts in today’s 

time. The two contesting philosophies are Western Postmodernism and Eastern Islamism in the 

Malay world.  

Before the influence of Postmodernism, the Malay’s conception of literature has been a 

tradition that is in alignment with the Modern Eurocentric literature, which is a tradition that 

views literature as morally and aesthetically pleasing objects of art (Sohaimi, 1998). In other 

words, a “work of literature” is a body of textual work that must carry meanings imparted by 

its author based on their beautified experiences and realities. In this is a strong relationship 
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between authors and their literary product whereby the latter reflect the former. Modern 

literature can be explained through Abrams’ philosophy of literature in his book The Mirror 

and The Lamp (1972), where he proposes four principal coordinates of a “work of literature”; 

The Work, The Author, The Reader, and The Universe (as cited in Sohaimi, 2003). According 

to his explanation, all four coordinates point to a literary work as an object of art that is packaged 

with meanings and messages provided by the author as “the father” and “the owner of his work” 

(Sohaimi, 2003). In this view, a “work of literature” is attached to its creator, and therefore, 

authors are responsible for their literary works. 

This Modernist influence can be observed in some major twentieth-century Malay-

Muslim critical theories such as Puitika Sastera Melayu (The Poetics of Malay Literature), 

Persuratan Baru (Genuine Literature), Takmilah (Achieving Perfection), and Pengkaedahan 

Melayu (Malay Methodology). In Persuratan Baru and Takmilah theories, for example, a 

literary work needs to have didactic and aesthetic values before it is even considered “a work 

of literature” (Zawiah, 2010). Based on these theories, an author has a responsibility to deliver 

messages that contribute positively to their reader's mental and physical well-being. This 

philosophy is easily acceptable for the Muslim scholars who founded these theories as it does 

not clash with Islamic philosophy of art and literature that places the importance of moral values 

and beauty on a pedestal (based on Quranic and prophetic revelations) in the production of 

knowledge. Along with the Islamic revivalist movement in the 1970s that promoted Islamic 

literature, the significance of functional literature is highlighted more than ever. One might 

argue that Islamic and Modern aesthetics do not coincide, so how can they be merged? The 

answer is in the way Alexander G. Baumgarten describes aesthetics through the science of 

sensory cognition. According to the German scholar, beauty and morality are intuitively 

understood by human instinct (as cited in Sohaimi, 1998, pp. 15-16). He explains this through 
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his idea of universal taste understood by all humans through their sensory cognition inherent in 

their “inferior faculty” (as cited in Sohaimi, 1998, p. 16).  For Baumgarten (1931), 

“As indistinct idea is called a sensuous idea. My vital powers, then, give 

me sensuous perceptions by means of an inferior faculty. The 

appearance of perception, or perfection obvious to taste in the wide 

sense, is beauty; the corresponding imperfection is ugliness. Hence 

beauty, as such, delights the observer; ugliness, as such, is disgusting” 

(as cited in Sohaimi, 1998, p. 16). 

Finding common grounds between these two frameworks, Malay critical theories such 

as Persuratan Baru and Takmilah emphasise that the principal role of Malay authors is to give 

voice to the concerns of their society in their literature. As Keris Mas once explained, literature 

should not only be an escapism or a flight of fantasy, but it should also be able to transform its 

society for the better. Most importantly, the Modern-Islamist influence prescribes the 

interconnection between authors and their society where language and thoughts form “in 

literature should constitute its form and content as art” (Hooker, 2000). As Hooker (2000) 

describes,  

“This statement stands as a benchmark for the articulation of a Malay 

conception of the form and function of modern Malay literature. It 

identifies author and society as the elements which give birth to 

literature, and stresses their interaction as a mutual, evenly balanced 

partnership. Form and content are determined by the combination of 

intellectual input and language” (p. 10). 

The Malay conception of Modern Malay literature reveals that  knowledge (ilmu) 

deduced from Aqal (reason) is considered as a gift from Allah and since knowledge or Aqal 
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(reason) guards Nafsu (passion), knowledge is placed on a higher level than Nafsu. In other 

words, Aqal is superior than Nafsu. Therefore, a knowledgeable Malay-Muslim person 

undertaking any literary endeavour should be responsible for their literary works, take their 

writings seriously, and with the utmost respect. It is considered uncalled for, for a Muslim writer 

to focus their mental energy on sexual indulgence. The emergence of Postmodern theoretical 

conception in the examination of literature has a huge impact on how contemporary Malay-

Muslim authors approach sexuality in their text. Barthes’ theory on “the death of the author” 

initiates a new form of criticism whereby a “work of literature” is no longer an object of art but 

rather an open “text” that is a separate entity from its author (Sohaimi, 2003). “The death of an 

author” means the authors disassociate themselves from the text, the readers interpret the 

meaning of a text because of the authors’ absence. Instead, a text is an open discourse where a 

reader can read and give meaning to the text based on the system that grounds the narrative and 

the linguistic structure that records it (Barthes (1988) as cited in Sohaimi, 2003). “Kematian 

pengarang telah memberi ruang kepada peranan pembaca dalam memberi makna kepada karya 

sastera. Hal yang sedemikian bersesuaian dengan apa yang dikatakan Barthes: “… the birth of 

the reader must be at the cost of the death of the author” (Sohaimi, 2003, pp. 51-51).  

There are two ways to comprehend how influences from this theory help shapes the 

development of sexual literature in the Malay-Muslim community. On the authors’ side, this 

Postmodern thinking influences their motivation to create sexual writings. “The death of an 

author” concept allows sexual writers to write about sexual topics because they perceive their 

work, not in terms of functionality (Art for Society) but in terms of exhibitionist work (Art for 

Art). What the authors mean in the stories is not as important as what it means to the readers. 

The author may suggest something in their text but it is up to the reader to interpret and define 

the text to give it a sense. In the process of recreating meaning, Wolfgang Iser (1981) asserts 

that there will be discrepancies between what the author had intended and what the reader might 
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perceive. This is termed the “virtual dimension of the text” (as cited in Sohaimi, 2003, p. 52). 

However, for Barthes, these dimensions are inevitable, therefore, he gives full liberty for 

readers to “enjoy” pleasures coming from this liberation and encourages the readers to produce 

their own meaning to the text without being conscious whether there exists an “authorial 

meaning” or not (as cited in Sohaimi, 2003, p. 53). 

In the context of sexual literature by Malay Muslim authors, this understanding helps 

us to conceive the existing taboos surrounding the subject, especially when Modern-Islamist 

confronts sexual literature by a Malay-Muslim author. To explain this, let us examine how 

Persuratan Baru's theory approaches sexual text since Persuratan Baru is the only Malay critical 

theory that defines this contemporary literary phenomenon25. Persuratan Baru grouped all erotic 

and pornographic writings as Karya Picisan or Karya Erotik or Karya Lucah 

(Dime/Erotic/Pornographic literature) (Mohd. Affandi, 2019). According to Mohd. Affandi, 

Ungku Maimunah and Mohd. Zariat (2008),  

A work is categorised as picisan when it makes iniquity as its principal 

value, such as when illicit sex is presented as “acceptable” and 

portrayed as an inevitable consequence of a tragedy, exploitation, 

injustice, and deception, thus elevating illicit sex to an exalted symbol 

in the work (p. 62). 

Mohd. Affandi and Ungku Maimunah do not clearly specify the difference between 

pornographic and erotic. Nonetheless, they maintain that any writings that express or suggest 

sexual behaviours intending to arouse readers are considered low literature for the lack of 

serious intent and purpose (Zawiah, 2010). The rejection mainly came in the form of scholarly 

 
25 Another local theory that approaches sensuality in literature is Puitika Sastera Melayu (The Poetics of Malay 
Literature) theory founded by Muhammad Haji Salleh. However, the theory only speaks of sensual literature in 
the traditional Malay literature. 
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or academic criticism. Ungku Maimunah revisits Azizi Haji Abdullah’s Bila Hujan Malam 

(1983) to reconsider the recognitions given to the book as she deems it unfit for a sexual work 

to be recognised. Ungku Maimunah (2011) analyses sexual content in the novel and concludes 

that the work is inferior for challenging not just cultural traditions of Malay literature but most 

importantly to her, the work challenges Islamic principles against sexually arousing writings. 

According to Ungku Maimunah (2011), the novel is not suitable to be “regarded as mainstream 

in Malay literature” (p. 61). According to her, a novel such as that only “prioritises iniquity as 

a valid aesthetic and literary expression, at the same time as it makes discourse/ knowledge 

irrelevant to its structuring” thus rendering it “no more than an erotic novel” or “picisan” work 

(2011, p. 61).  

In other words, Persuratan Baru scholars such as Ungku Maimunah believes that  

sexual literature does not contribute to the body of knowledge for the betterment of society and 

humanity. Persuratan Baru claims that Karya Picisan/Erotik/Lucah challenges the very basic 

conception and function of modern Malay literary effort. According to the theory, erotic-content 

writers encourage sexual decadence because the explicit portrayal of sexual behaviours inspires 

the mind to think about sexual behaviours. This is seen as encouraging sexual immorality. These 

authors are accused of wasting their gifts of writing for an impure action, which is a form of 

ungratefulness to the Creator who has entrusted them with the inteligence to think and write. 

While Persuratan Baru grounds its criticism on the Modern-Islam framework, sexual texts’ 

authors are driven by the concept of liberalism in the Postmodern framework. This difference 

is evident in the criticism by Persuratan Baru scholars on the authors’ drive (what drives them 

to write the sexual text) or intention. Persuratan Baru theorists argue that all sexual texts or 

Karya Picisan/Erotik/Lucah are published as a marketing strategy. However, “intention” in 

Western Postmodernists’ sense is itself a problematic term. While “intention” is significant in 

the production of Malay literary works, it is different for Postmodernists because “intention” is 
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arbitrary, just like “meaning”. Since the author is absent from their work, the author’s intention 

does not exist. Therefore “intention” cannot be measured in a text because it is not tangible and 

can only be speculated.  

Language and vulgarity 

A moderate approach to literature with sexual expressions is reiterated by Rahimah 

(2015) in which she proposes that expressions of sexuality can be allowed but must be dealt 

with beauty of language, a subtleness in language which is an important characteristic in the 

Malay literary tradition. It must first and foremost dispense respectfulness and elegance in 

language in order to be considered as Literature. Mohd. Affandi, Ungku Maimunah, and Mohd. 

Zariat (2008) stresses that functional literature must maintain excellent use of refined language 

because to him, “Bahasa” (language) is an identity marker of the Malays. The Malay phrase of 

Budi Bahasa Budaya Kita (courtesy in action and speech is our culture) is a “prized legacy”26 

of the Malays. Courtesy results from how the Malays treat themselves and others in 

relationships (Lim, 2003). When the Malay speaks, he said, they speak “in parables, quotes 

proverbs and wise saws” (Swettenham, 2015, p. 2). It is also interesting to read Swettenham’s 

description of Malay women’s “powers of intelligent conversation” (Swettenham, 2015, p. 8). 

In his description, we can sense the general characteristics of the Malay’s preference for subtle 

speech and how it is performed in a daily conversation, 

“quickness in repartee, a strong sense of humour, and an instant 

appreciation of the real meaning of those hidden sayings which are 

hardly ever absent from their conversation. They are fond of reading 

such literature as their language offers, and they use uncommon words 

 
26 Frank Swettenham describes the Malays’ character in his The Malay Sketches (1985) as he observed it as such, 
“respect and courtesy are characteristic of the race, a prized legacy which is not yet considered a sign of either 
independence or good manners to despise” (2015, p. 219). 
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and expressions, the meanings are hardly known to men” (Swettenham, 

2015, p. 8). 

When language becomes an identity marker for the Malays, it is understandable that the 

conservative Malay scholars would like to avoid linguistic crudities that are unavoidable when 

expressing explicit sexual behaviours. The political correctness of language and literature plays 

a significant role in the segregation of sexual expressions in Malay literature (Che Dan, 2006). 

The introduction of censorship policies such as the Internal Security Act in 1960 causes writers 

to avoid writing on sensitive issues, including “social and religious taboos on topics of literary 

interest such as love, desire, and sex” (Mohammad A. Quayum, 2008, p. 156). Most 

importantly, sexual indulgence in literary texts is prohibited because it is considered immoral. 

Many writers are forced to practice self-censoring out of fear of stirring troubles with the 

authorities. This fear has certainly sustained a monotone environment in the literature where 

the best bet for writers is to recreate or recycle old themes including in new writings. 

Islamic-revivalist movement and Islamic literature 

Secondly, the “dakwa movement” or dakwah in the late 1970s intensely changed how 

the Malays view their body and sexuality (Peletz, 1996). The threat of Neo-Colonialism called 

out the dakwah groups such as Al-Arqam and ABIM to defend their identity against Western 

introduction to liberal ideas (Azhar, 2017). Preservation of Islamic- Eastern identity from 

liberalism began to be viewed as an important cause or a fight, especially among the Malay 

Muslims. According to Shamsul Amri (2007), the “post-1970 missionary movement had a basic 

and clear “cause’ in the eyes of the Malays from all levels, especially after the 'May 13' incident. 

The principal cause was easily accepted because it is based on Islam, which is a core tenet of 

Malay identity that cannot be threatened by anyone" (p. 46).  

This cause was again reflected in the rise of Islamic literature during this time because 

there was a high demand from the mainstream reading public for such literary accounts (Azhar, 
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2017). Azhar (2017) refers to this literary movement as “Religius Eksklusif” (Exclusive 

Religion) (Azhar, 2017, p. 123). Besides imparting Islamic values to its readers, this literature 

aims to symbolise what “Malay Literature” is all about (Azhar, 2017, p. 123). The key 

characteristic of this literature is “didactic”, and it rejects other literary paradigms that contrast 

Islam or its values (Azhar, 2017, p. 123).  

The “insistence on the dominance of “Islamic’ over “Malay’ identity and community” 

(Milner, 2011, p. 17) creates restrictions for Malay Muslim writers to express their 

individualities. For Ahmad Muziru (2016), this is a form of censorship that incarcerates writers’ 

creativity. Unchecked, it can develop “depression” among writers. He claims, 

“Campur tangan sarjana akademik (dalam konteks ini, sarjana 

persuratan baru) menyebabkan karya sastera itu perlu mempunyai 

wacana secara berkhutbah dan cerita hanyalah sekadar sampingan 

semata-mata. Perkara ini menyebabkan 'kemurungan' penulis muda 

hari ini yang ditakut-takutkan dengan penekanan dua hal terbabit…” 

(Ahmad Muziru, 2016). 

[The interference of academic scholars (in this context, the Persuratan 

Baru scholars) has caused our literary works to be principally didactic 

while stories within the narratives become mere complimentary. This 

has led to “depression” among young writers today who are 

discouraged by the emphasis of these two elements…”] (Author’s 

translation). 

Stirred by its marginalised position, MPFE literature brings equilibrium to balance out 

dominant narratives so that “other” stories are not ignored or forgotten (Ririn Kurnia, 2018).  

For Malaysian writers choosing to express themselves in English, “they are keen to dismantle 
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hierarchies in caste, class, sex, and race so that a harmonious, balanced and humane society 

might be established in Malaysia. Their overwhelming sympathies are for the subalterns and 

the socially disadvantaged, and they seek to dissipate all forms of prejudice, exclusivism and 

bigotry in their imagination of the nation” (Mohammad A. Quayum, 2008, p. 157).  

Malaysian literature is linguistically diversified but isolated from each other because of 

the country’s history of the colonial experience. This isolation means Malay literature is raised 

as a national language while works of literature in other local languages such as English are 

marginalised as sectional literature. One way to build national identity and bridge the gap 

between different ethnic groups is by standardising the Malay language as Malaysia's national 

and official language (Mohammad A. Quayum, 2003)27. The basis of this decision was that the 

Malay language is used by most Malaysians in the Postcolonial setting (Syed Mohd. Zakir, 

2009). According to Mohammad A. Quayum (2008), “the policy of having a national language 

itself is socially-culturally beneficial as Malaysia needs a common language to create a 

semblance of unity and harmony among its culturally and racially diverse population” (p. 152). 

The people’s determination to end Colonisation had pushed the English language, which was 

the Imperial language, to the bottom and restored sovereignty to the Malay language (Syed 

Mohd. Zakir, 2009).  

Sharing literature in one shared language became a tool for “defeudalisation process” 

(Syed Mohd. Zakir, 2009, p. 37). The act of replacing the Imperial language with a native 

language was considered right at the time in “restoring and revitalising the native cultures” 

(Mohammad A. Quayum, 2003, p. 184). The choice to remove any remains of the imperialism 

 
27 Following the National Language Act A930, Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka Act (Amendment and Extension 1995) 
or the Malaysian Institute of Language and Literature, a department under the Ministry of Education, was 
established in 1956 to advocate the usage of Malay as the official language of the co untry replacing the English 
language (“Profile”, 2016). This act is strengthened with the procurement of the National Language Policy 
established in 1963/64 which supported the Malay language as the national language of Malaysia. 
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was deemed apt to rebuild the natives’ morale and fix their “eroded” psychology, especially 

after many centuries of European Colonial occupation (Muhammad Haji Salleh, 1988, p. xv). 

Nationalism is an important literary theme in Malaysia until the advent of alternative publishers 

in the past two decades. The call to revert to the Malay language was a movement similar to the 

“dakwa movement” to reject the influence of Western ideals. A literary movement called ASAS 

50 (50 referring to 1950, the year it was formed) headed by Keris Mas promoted “language and 

literature [to be] the means for national unity and for obtaining independence” (Syed Mohd. 

Zakir, 2009). “ASAS 50 can be seen as having brought a new development to the world of 

modern Malay literature, as it defined the aim of the group: ‘Art for Society’” (Syed Mohd. 

Zakir, 2009, p. 36).  

Around the same time, Postcolonialism emerged as a theory that moved the people of 

the former colonies against European Colonialism. In Malaysia, works by Syed Hussein 

Alatas’s The Myth of the Lazy Native (1977) and later Edward Said’s Orientalism (1978) 

became the building block to this movement. After gaining its independence from the British 

Empire in 1957, the country was determined to build a nation with its own national identity 

(Syed Mohd. Zakir, 2009). Added to this was the pressure from Postcolonial movements in the 

African continent led by Ngugi Wa Thiong’O. Thiong’O strongly felt the need to abolish 

English studies at the university level because he believed that it was a reinstatement of the 

Colonial assertion of European culture, which hampers the process of decolonisation28  

(Zawiah, 1999).  

The MPFE, regardless of its inferior position, has been consistent in providing literary 

texts to discuss Malay sexuality. The politics of national language moved Malay language 

scholars to pay little attention to the genre, which inadvertently worked to the genre’s 

 
28 For further reading, Thiong'o (1986). 
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advantage. In this sense, it allows more freedom for Malay writers who choose to write in 

English to explore sensitive subjects such as sex creatively. The MPFE gives these Malay 

writers their voices to express alternative representations of their bodies and sexuality. By 

understanding the global and domestic events occurring in the early days of the nation’s 

independence, we can recognise why Imperial Literature's legacy was seen as a betrayal of the 

nationalist's cause. Through this history, we can also understand why the marginalisation of 

MLIE is taken at face value even by the Malay literary academics themselves. 

Concluding remarks 

Many new Malay authors writing for contemporary MPFE have emerged at the turn of 

the twenty-first century with their tastes and unique way of expressing topics related to their 

body, gender, sex, and sexuality. The process of negotiating social values attached to these 

topics is articulated through their fictions as an approach taken to understand and process their 

individualities in a society that is often quick to take over such a process from them. While the 

whole Malaysian society grapples with multiple challenges, such as in the form of globalisation 

and the introduction of new media (internet), the Malay Muslim community faces another level 

of challenge that confronts not only their social and politics, but also their belief system, 

traditional and cultural knowledge. 
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3. BEYOND THE INDIVIDUAL: TRANSGRESSION OF NORMS AND 

MORAL AMBIGUITIES 

Mapping approaches to sexual texts in contemporary MPFE 

This section will map out contemporary sexual texts in contemporary Malaysian 

Popular Fiction in English (MPFE) genre published between 2010 to 2020 to have an overview 

of its trend, writers’ interests, themes, and issues are to be found in the texts. This mapping 

activity provides readers with answers to some of these questions; What are Malay writers' main 

concerns and interests in discussing gender and sexuality? How are the images of male and 

female bodies portrayed in MPFE? How do these writers build their narratives and characters 

to convey such concerns? Are these concerns reflective of their social problems? Or is sexuality 

written merely entertainment to invoke sensual pleasures among readers? To discuss this in 

detail, this chapter will be divided into three parts. The first part will discuss the two common 

approaches to sexuality in contemporary MPFE texts, followed by the second part which will 

examine the different themes of sexuality in contemporary MPFE. The final part will explore 

literary styles in these texts.  

To begin with, the table below lists the two main approaches to gender and sexuality in 

contemporary MPFE (novels and short stories) published by alternative publishers in one 

decade. Approaches here refers to how the writers discuss issues regarding sexuality in their 

works in order to achieve specific purposes. In this case, I found two general purposes; First, 

the use of sexual elements in texts to arouse sexual pleasures among readers (Persuratan Baru 

scholars call this erotic/pornographic literature). Second, the use of sexual elements in text to 

comment and criticise social issues. The details of each fiction are provided in the following 

Table 1: 
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Table 1: List of novels and short stories on sexuality in MPFE published between 2010 to 2020 

APPROACH AUTHOR PUBLISHER 

YEAR OF 

FIRST 

PUBLICATION 

TITLE GENRE 

SEX STORIES 

FOR PLEASURE 

A.  B. 

Hashim 
Lejen Press 

2011 
Angus, 

Himself 

Anthology 

of short 

stories and 

poems 

2012 Timid Novel 

2013 

Five 

Thieving 

Bastards 

Anthology 

of short 

stories and 

poems 

Hadi M. 

Nor 
Fixi Novo 2014 

Family 

Values 
Novel 

Tunku 

Halim 
Fixi Novo 

2015 

A 

Malaysian 

Restaurant 

in London 

Novel 

2016 
Man on the 

22nd Floor 
Short story 

Zed Adam 

Idris 
Fixi Novo 2016 Method Short story 

SEX STORIES 

FOR 

COMMENTARY 

AND CRITICISM 

ON SOCIAL 

ISSUES  

Rozlan 

Mohd. 

Noor 

Silverfish 

Pulp 
2012 UTUBE Novel 

Adib Zaini Fixi Novo 2013 The Runner Short story 

Shaz Johar Fixi Novo 2014 Asian Angel Short story 

Fadzlishah 

Johanabas 
Fixi Novo 2014 

Kiss from a 

Rose 
Short story 

Dina 

Zaman 
Fixi Novo 2014 

After Dark, 

My Love 
Short story 

Nadia 

Khan 
Fixi Novo 2014 Savages Short story 

Hasrul 

Rizwan 
Fixi Novo 2014 Dick Short story 

Arif 

Zulkifli 
Fixi Novo 2014 Playtime Short story 

Tunku 

Halim 
Fixi Novo 2018 

Hello 

Short story 

No Kiss 

Goodbye 

Pontianak 

Lodger 

The Rape of 

Nancy Ng 

The 

Huntsman 

Midnight 

Rain 
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Sensual motivation 

The first approach to sex in literature can be described as sensually motivated. Sensual 

stories are erotic stories in the form of the novel, short stories, or modern poems intended to 

arouse the readers’ sensual pleasure. Invoking sensual pleasure becomes the narrative axis of 

the story where sexual experiences are highlighted and explicitly expressed. For traditionalists, 

these stories are considered pornographic and erotic. The behaviours are described in detail 

without using “beautiful language” or parables, suggestions, or double meanings. The central 

theme is romantic endeavours, while the story and characters are developed with minimal effort. 

Social issues are rarely discussed. In some stories, they are mentioned in passing but not 

elaborated. There are not many popular English novels by Malay authors in the past decade that 

are dedicated to erotic and pornographic stories except by A. B. Hashim (real name Haniff 

Hashim), who wrote his first erotic novel titled Timid in 2012 published by Lejen Press. In his 

novel, different types of sexual relationships are presented, some of which are against the 

traditional Malay belief and cultural systems, such as pre-marital sex, multiple sexual partners, 

marriage infidelities, and homosexuality. Some of these relationships, such as homosexuality, 

are new to Malaysian literature. His first book entitled Angus, Himself published by Lejen Press 

in 2011 is a collection of essays and poems taken from his blog “randomramblingsfromtronoh”. 

His other book entitled Five Thieving Bastards (2013), is an anthology of short stories and 

poems. All his writings are centred on topics of sexuality and gender with themes such as sex, 

sorrow, and addictions to gambling and alcohol. 

1. Timid (2012) by A. B. Hashim 

Synopsis: Timid (2012) follows the pretentious life of Angus Baird throughout his 

sexual journey, a novelist in his early thirties who identifies himself as “a struggling writer”. 

He has an addiction to sex, gambling, and alcohol. Angus performs sexual intercourses with 

many women as means to recollect his sense of self. Sexual activity removes him from his 
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“tendency to self-destruct” (p. 11). Failed in his first relationship with a woman named Fey 

Reid, he decides to move to a secluded island in his attempt to find writing inspiration. Angus 

meets his second “true love” on this unnamed island, Elizabeth Fairhurst or Beth, and 

immediately falls in love.  

Beth is portrayed as a city girl from an urban, upper-middle-class family. During their 

time together on the island, they build their relationship through their shared interest: jazz music, 

party, alcohol, and sex. They also make new friends whom they immediately call family over 

these same interests. Besides the royalties he receives from his first successful book, Angus also 

gambles to sustain his expenses. He always wins every time he places bets on his lottery tickets. 

This winning solidifies his relationship with Beth because he is considered economically 

“independent”.  

When Beth leaves the island to resume her life in the city, they promise to keep the 

relationship by maintaining loyalty even through long distances. However, Angus continues to 

have sex with other women he meets on the island and claims that these sexual encounters are 

only physical while maintaining that sex with Beth is emotional. Later, when Angus moves 

back to the city, he continues his sexual activity with other women before calling Beth to 

reunite. At the end of the story, Angus and Beth decide to have a child together. They do not 

intend to be married for that because their “love is more important than just a ceremony” (p. 

148). However, with another big lottery win, both of them go back to the island where they first 

met and buy a boat to start their “new adventure” together.  

Sexual relationships: Timid (2012) presents many types of sexual relationships experienced 

by its protagonist Angus Baird and the other characters in it. All the characters in the story 

appear to be people who are committed to open relationships. There are multiple references to 

out-of-wedlock sexual relationships, multiple sexual partners in and out of marriage, 
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infidelities, adulteries, and paid sex with a prostitute. Angus himself is sexually involved with 

at least five women in the story. All relationships, except with Beth, are solely physical, which 

means there are no emotions attached. In the beginning, Angus defines love in terms of sexual 

relationships. As the story builds, he begins to split love into physical and emotional 

components.  

At the end of the story, this is how Angus differentiates his love for Beth and others. 

With Beth, it involves feelings and emotions, which places the union high above the others; 

“No woman has ever made me certain about love. She drew a line between love and lust- things 

that I had always been confused about. Beth is love” (p. 162). On the other hand, Hilda, another 

woman who Angus met at the jazz bar, claims that she is in a relationship with Angus “only for 

sex” (p. 62). Jimmy, a lead singer of a music band, is proud of his “threesome” encounter after 

one performance at a bar and believes that the purpose of human creation is to celebrate their 

carnal desire. In a conversation at the nightclub, Jimmy says, “In nature, men and women are 

created by God to be sexual and sensual. We can go all year-round having sex. We do not have 

to pause, you know what I mean” (p. 62).  

There is no direct reference to his cultural or religious stands except through Mr. and 

Mrs. Fairhurst’s comment about expecting their daughter’s marriage to Angus soon. The couple 

pushes Angus and Beth to marry by bribing Angus with an expensive car. “The Porsche. It’s 

gonna be yours. Marry her soon, son” (p. 132). The community in Timid is not restricted to 

socially sanctioned sexual norms or religious restrictions regarding sexual behaviour. Hence 

some characters continuously change their sexual partners, have multiple sexual partners at a 

time, enjoy “abnormal” sexual acts (threesome), and commits infidelity in their marriage. They 

support Angus’ adulterous behaviour (p. 94) and even cheer his public display of affection to 

Beth in a night bar (p. 107).  
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In the world of Timid (2012), sexual transgressions do not exist. Instead, the story relates 

how some people view sexual relationships as a freedom of choice if all partners involved in 

the relationships permit and consent. For characters like Jimmy, sexual freedom is seen as a 

solution for relationship problems instead of transgression. In the Timid world, sex is the only 

other activity besides drinking and gambling that helps Angus deal with the problems in his 

life. While having sex, Angus takes his mind away from his episodes of writing blocks as well 

as his financial difficulties.  

In Timid’s world, all forms of sexuality are openly explored and experienced without 

any repercussions. This freedom is rarely portrayed in positive light in Malay literature. It 

contrasts with how sexual relationships are presented in traditional Malay literature, in which 

the only acceptable sexual relationship is within the marriage constitution. This is different for  

Angus and Beth who view marriage as something that is not practical or necessary for building 

a family. He claims that “our love is more important than just a ceremony” (p. 148). Pre-marital 

sexual relationships are condemned. The basis of this regulation is that the Malay Muslims 

reject immoral sexual behaviours because it is against the teachings of Islam with regards to 

sexual relationships.  

Addiction problems: The two social problems that the author highlights throughout the novel 

are addictions to alcohol (“booze”) and gambling. The protagonist himself has a serious 

addiction to alcohol that he is described as “most sober when drunk”. He also thinks that alcohol 

is “the most important thing” in his life to solve all his problems (pp. 11-13). He informs his 

readers that sex and alcohol are the two most important things for him to function normally. 

Besides sex, Angus believes that the state of drunkenness helps him to think clearly and 

overcome his sadness when he deals with romantic rejections. It is also maintained throughout 

the story that alcohol allows Angus to maintain his confidence.  
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In Malaysia, drinking alcohol in public is not allowed because it respects the Muslim 

community that is the country's majority population. The teachings of the Quran forbid Muslims 

to drink intoxicating liquid because intoxication will cause a Muslim to temporarily lose his 

mental faculty, which is required for a Muslim to observe his and her five times obligatory 

prayer in a day. In a state of drunkenness, a Muslim is not able to offer their prayers with a clear 

conscience.  

In Malay literature, an alcoholic character is usually portrayed as a foil character to a 

good character to bring out the latter’s positive qualities. An alcoholic character is rarely given 

positive considerations. However, in this story, A.B Hashim pushes every boundary and crosses 

every line to ask his readers, “why not?” and “what if?”. The thin line between transgression 

and freedom posed by Angus is heard in his lamentation at the beach, “I had finally reached an 

age where I don’t want any arguments with my inner self. I found it rather useless to question 

your doings. Does one need to justify every single act of his life? I figured all I need to do was 

drink more” (p. 13). 

Existential crisis: Despite the novel’s simplistic style in content and narration, the author hints 

at the protagonist’s existential crisis. Even though Angus is portrayed as someone who strives 

for liberation from any moral compass, he is still someone who questions the purpose of life. 

This is established at the beginning of the story when he admits his “tendency to self-destruct” 

after facing financial and relationship struggles (p. 11).  For Angus, his priority in life is to be 

financially independent to support his hedonistic lifestyle (p. 11). He has a strong drive to 

collect money and material possessions. At a family wedding, he asks Mr. Fairhurst, “What are 

you driving tonight?” showing his interest in wealth (p.132).  

Angus lost his sense of worthiness after his first love, Fay Reid, decided to leave him 

and marry another man. Due to this decision, he escapes to a small island in the North to 



GENDER AND SEXUALITY IN CONTEMPORARY MPFE 79 

recollect himself so that he can “curb the tendency” to self-destruct (p. 12). Externally, he seems 

to be someone who has no care for his life, but upon careful inspection of his character, the 

readers will find a man who is struggling to understand himself. Occasionally, Angus exposes 

his more profound thoughts beyond all the “booze”, “sex”, and “money” to reveal his 

sensitivity, anxiety, and concerns. Through his soliloquies, Angus also speaks about profound 

moral concepts such as forgiveness, patient, accepting fate, and enforcing freewill, 

“I figure that all I need to do now is trying to at least forget, if not to 

fully forgive. That thought led me to this beach. Secluded, away from 

the city and quiet. Birds fly freely, fishes swim in crystal clear water 

and fishermen aplenty. Bundle of joy brought home from the sea. 

There’s life at the sea and there’s no life on the shore” (p. 12). 

At one point in his speech, he questions materialism and contradicts his obsession for money, 

“People don’t need much money here. They have the love to 

compensate for that. Love- you could see that everywhere here, love 

manifests itself in their clothes, their food, and their arts” (p. 12).  

He also exposes his vulnerability as a writer, 

“For me, fishing itself is a work of art. You need patience. You need 

perseverance. You need to understand the wind, the wave, the tide, and 

the mighty sea. You need to respect the sea. You need feelings. I don’t 

have any of those traits. It makes me think that I would never made it 

in life. Because life itself is a work of art. When it comes to life, I was 

a loser and a loser still. As a writer, I am struggling in every sense of 

the word” (p. 12). 
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There are not many instances in the novel where Angus speaks about his mental state. 

Therefore, these paragraphs are one of the rare occasions where his emotions are recorded. 

Pornographic style: Timid (2012) is considered a pornographic novel because it explicitly 

describes nudity and sexual behaviors. It also uses vulgar dialogues in these scenes, which are 

regarded as an uncouth manner in mainstream Malay society. A pornographic novel is different 

than a sexual novel. In this discussion, a sexual novel may  refer to novels that illustrate sex 

organs and/or sexual activities in both explicit manner and also indirect manner such as through 

allusions, figurative speech, or euphemism. In Family Values (2014), there are pornographic 

scenes, but the whole novel is not pornographic because the central narrative speaks of serious 

social issues. Timid is a pornographic novel since the narrative axis of the story is to stimulate 

readers' sexual fantasies and excitement. Physical and linguistics vulgarities are illustrated in 

the two excerpts below:  

Excerpt 1: 

“She opened the back door of the car, took the jacket off and she laid 

there, both her sexy long legs hanging out from the seat and her feet 

touching the ground. I climbed on her on the back of the seat and kissed 

her. First on her lips, then I pulled down her dress and her breasts were 

naked. I went down to kiss her breasts from her left then I moved my 

tongue to her right. She moaned, her left hand gripped my hair and on 

the back of my head. I placed my hand on her panty and I started to pull 

it down slowly. She straightened her legs and I pulled the panty off. She 

moaned when I put my palm on her pussy. I started to play her pussy 

with my finger. I pulled down my pant and I stroke into her a soft one… 

We made love again in her room with the glass door open.” (p. 36). 
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Notice the difference when emotions are involved. In the above excerpt, Angus use “made love” 

to describe the sexual encounter with her new girlfriend, Beth, for whom he has a romantic 

feeling. The rhythm is slow, and there seem to be no abrupt movements that break the tempo. 

Notice also how he change the rhythm when the sexual encounter does not involve feelings. In 

this excerpt, Angus paid a prostitute-friend to have sex with him at his apartment with Beth 

before Beth comes home from work. 

 

Excerpt 2: 

“I was about to finish my last can of beer when I heard someone 

knocked on my door. I opened the door and there was young Sara, ever 

so beautiful and sexy in her sleeveless and short skirt. I closed the door 

and kissed her on her soft lips. It was a long one. I lifted her body to the 

sofa in my living room. I lifted her skirt, pull her panty off, and began 

to lick her pussy. She moaned loudly and with my pant already on the 

floor, I started to push my dick deep insider her. 

We continued to fuck in my bedroom and slept the entire evening off. I 

gave her two hundred dollars before she left” (p. 140). 

In both scenes, sexual activities are described intensely and explicitly. Angus uses the word 

“fuck” when he refers to this sexual encounter with a prostitute suggesting the absence of 

emotions. There are references to the sexual act of “licking” and the use of the word “pussy” 

which is not a Malay word, further suggesting global sub-culture influence from pornographic 

media. 



GENDER AND SEXUALITY IN CONTEMPORARY MPFE 82 

Social issues 

The second approach to sex in popular literature is when references to sexual behaviours 

point to more substantive discourse on gender, sex, and sexuality topics. The inclusion of sexual 

scenes functions to strengthened the narration to highlight underlying social problems in 

relation to gender and sexuality issues. In this approach, the text becomes an open discourse 

where the readers can decipher subliminal messages to bring meaning to the text. The author 

may suggest the issues by developing plots, characters, and characterisation and the layering of 

stories creates a narrative that, at first glance, seems to be focused on the sexual elements. 

However, these elements point to critical social problems. Many authors of MPFE ignore being 

subtle with their language mainly because the use of English has different cultural connotations 

compared to the Malay language. Among the prevalent themes in this genre are sexual 

transgressions, marriage infidelities, love, revenge, gender stereotypes, urban poverty, 

betrayals, and immoralities in modern society. 

2. Asian Angel (2014) by Shaz Johar 

Synopsis: Asian Angel (2014) is a short story centered around betrayals and marital 

infidelities. The story that spans over two days tells the story of Rose Anita, a “superstar. A 

multi-platinum, award-winning singer”. She suspects that her husband is having an affair with, 

Dewi, a young actress from Indonesia who is slowly making a name in Malaysia. One night, 

during a Gala event which she organises, Rose attacks Dewi by striking her handbag at the 

young actress’s face, causing shock among guests who witness it. She later orders her assistant, 

Mika, to drive her to a nearby five-star hotel (Sheraton Imperial) so she could retreat and hide 

away from being taunted by the media and the press.  

At the hotel, she calls her close friend, Ava Kristal Hidayat, a fellow Indonesian 

megastar, to fly to Kuala Lumpur and comfort her. She hopes that Ava would give her “1001 

ideas to help” her strategize her next move. While waiting for her best friend to arrive, some 
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mysterious incidences happen before Rose finds herself dead without knowing who her 

murderer is. 

The following morning, a housekeeper finds her naked and dead in the bathtub. The 

police are called to investigate the crime. With the help of some clues and CCTV footages, a 

series of interviews are conducted with three suspects who are all found to be at the crime scene. 

All three suspects, her husband, Mika, and Dewi, deny killing Rose and give false statements 

to protect themselves. Rose’s body is buried the next day, and her funeral is attended by 

thousands of visitors, “including journalists, celebrities, businessmen, politicians, friends, 

family, fans, and a few enemies” (p. 93).  

Towards the end of the story, Rose finally meets Ava who arrives at her grave with her 

husband after all visitors had left. As a spirit, Rose can listen to their whispered conversations 

“despite being under six feet of dirt” (p. 93). Through their conversation, she finds out that her 

husband has been cheating with Ava all along, not with Dewi. However, Datuk Johari is not the 

one who murders her. She learns that Mika accidentally kills her during a brawl right before 

Dewi arrives at her room. Rose also discovers that Ava and her husband are planning to 

announce their relationship to the public soon after everyone has stopped talking about her 

death.  

Aspects of gender and sexuality: There are several aspects of gender and sexuality illustrated 

in this short story, namely sexual orientation, gender identity, and gender roles. At the beginning 

of the story, Mika’s non-traditional sexual orientation is mentioned. Rose describes him as 

homosexual but later corrects it as bisexual, which means he is attracted to males and females 

(p. 82). Homosexuality is an illegal act according to Malaysian Islamic law. However, there are 

references to it in other MPFE and MLIE. While bisexuality is acknowledged in reality, 

however, it is rarely mentioned in Malay fiction because the act is condemned as a major sin 
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based on the Quranic story of Prophet Luth and the people of Sodom. At the Gala party, Rose 

is upset that her assistant does not try to understand her distress as a wife who has been lied to 

by her husband and she notes that his neutrality to the situation owes to his “dominant role in 

his relationships” (p. 82). Rose says, 

“I doubted whether Mika really understood the concept of having a 

husband lured away from a wife since he always played the dominant 

role in his relationships. His boyfriends, usually more feminine than 

me, were constantly clinging to him. But he went through them so often 

that it was hard to keep track of them after the first year of working 

together. He always claimed to be bisexual, but I never heard anything 

about his dates with women” (p. 82). 

Rose compares “dominant role” with masculinity and minor role with femininity (p. 

82). She establishes that even in a non-conventional relationship, the more masculine partner 

controls the relationship and is emotionally detached from it compared to the feminine partner. 

This is because she considers herself as the feminine one in her heterosexual relationship with 

Datuk Johari. Similar to Mika’s boyfriends, she feels that she is the one who suffers from her 

husband’s reckless behaviour (p. 82). To assert her control, she has to act based on her 

emotional judgment and condemn Mika’s dominant role (associated with masculinity) for 

having no compassion in her predicament. Indeed, infidelity is not a rational behaviour too. 

However, Rose’s sensitivity to adultery and her husband’s recklessness towards her  feelings 

accentuate the attachment of emotion to feminine behaviour. 

Rose believes that her husband is only interested in Dewi because of her physical 

attraction (p. 81). She is adamant that Dewi uses her sex appeal to entice her husband. When 

Mika questions her accusations, she replies,  
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“All of his business trips to Indonesia? He hates Indonesia! And then, 

all of a sudden, he takes an interest in helping a budding Indonesian 

actress make a shift into the Malaysian TV market? That makes no 

sense. He’s definitely having an affair with her” (p. 81). 

Therefore, she feels it necessary to wound Dewi’s face so that she can win her husband’s 

attention again in a competition of sexual attractiveness. Mika tries to stop Rose from hurling 

her expensive Dior handbag towards Dewi. He tries to prevent Rose from jeopardising her 

status by reminding her of all her achievements as a highly successful singer “but his pleas fell 

on deaf ears” (p. 82). Rose “took [her] striking yellow Dior bag, bolted straight to the table the 

bitch was at, and, without saying a word, smacked her face with it as hard as [she] could” (p. 

82). The Dior handbag symbolises her superiority over Dewi in terms of wealth. She knows 

that Dewi wins her husband’s infatuation, but she insists on winning in terms of her occupation. 

It represents all of Rose’s hard work to earn her position in the entertainment industry. She 

employs it for two possible functions: first, as a weapon to destroy her competitions, in this 

case, Dewi, and second, as leverage to hide her inferior sexual appeal. To compensate her lack 

of sexual appeal, she takes away her competitor’s sex appeal. This is evident when she relishes 

the thought of Dewi’s damaged face, “technically, I did her a favor. Now she can use this as an 

excuse to fix her face. I hope she finds a better plastic surgeon this time” (p. 83).   

Betrayals in relationships: Through Asian Angel (2014), the author invites his readers to view 

one illness in the urban Malay’s social connection, which is betrayals in partnership, friendship, 

and marriage, in the form of treason, cheating, disloyalty, adultery, and infidelity. The short 

story does not intend to give practical advice or solutions to the social problem, but it takes the 

readers to experience betrayal through its main character, Rose. Firstly, Rose informs us of 

Mika’s disloyalty in his relationship. Mika constantly changes his partners that Rose finds it 

“hard to keep track of them after the first year of working together” (p. 82). Since Mika is the 
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dominant partner in all his relationships, he does not suffer from heartbreaks. Instead, Rose 

suggests that he is the one who breaks his partners’ hearts,  

“I doubted whether Mika really understood the concept of having a 

husband lured away from a wife since he always played the dominant 

role in his relationships. His boyfriends, usually more feminine than 

me, were constantly clinging to him” (p. 82). 

Rose speaks of Mika’s behaviour casually and his actions are never corrected to show 

that disloyalty in a relationship is becoming a norm. Based on Rose’s speech, the readers can 

interpret it that Rose even condones Mika’s action as a sign of masculine behaviour because 

the “more feminine” partners have to put up with his unfaithfulness as the dominant one. 

The subsequent betrayal is committed by Mika and Ava to Rose. Few moments before 

her death, Rose discovers that her most trusted person (her assistant) has committed treachery 

behind her back. When she hides away from the chasing press in Sheraton Imperial, she trusts 

Mika to handle the paparazzi and bring her belongings, including her passport, to the hotel. 

Instead, Mika betrays her (p. 87). In a brawl with Mika on the night of her death, Mika confesses 

that Datuk Johari had bribed him RM 1 million to marry Dewi as a cover-up “to convince [Rose] 

that a now-married Dewi would not continue having an affair with [her] husband” (p. 92). Mika 

tells Rose that with the money earned, he wants to resign as a personal assistant to her, “he 

wouldn’t have to “put up with [Rose’s] shit anymore” (p. 92). His confession reveals a betrayal 

that riles her up and it ended tragically with her being dead (p. 92).  

“I slapped Mika with my open hand and things just went downhill after 

that. We fought, a real catfight. I punched him in the stomach and 

kicked his shin. But after he pushed me against the wall, I lost 
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consciousness. As soon as I woke up from our brawl, I was in the 

bathtub, cold, motionless, Dead” (p. 92). 

 Rose’s close friend, Ava, also committed a greater betrayal to the unsuspecting Rose. 

The only other person, besides Mika, who knows her hiding place on the night of her death is 

her Indonesian best friend, Ava Kristal Hidayat. Rose trusts Ava deeply and would immediately 

call her for help in times of distress (p. 87). However, the story reveals how Ava commits the 

greatest betrayal against Rose. The following excerpt suggests how one of the two might be 

involved in plotting Rose’s death, and the excerpt also reveals that Ava and Datuk Johari are in 

an adulterous relationship and they plan to wait a little longer to announce their relationship to 

the public to avoid looking suspicious. There is no guilt and remorse shown in their 

conversation exposing their malice, and this tortures Rose’s spirit, who is already “six feet” 

under, deeply: 

Excerpt 3: 

“Ava asked, “So now what, Johari? She’s dead. Are you happy?” 

“Are you?” 

She smiled. “Did you kill her?” 

“I don’t think so. They saw her in the bathtub. It could have been Mika 

or Dewi.” 

“That was easy, wasn’t it? They are both so stupid. One of them will go 

to jail. Or maybe even both of them, if we’re lucky.” 

“Well,” said my cheating husband, “the police can’t charge me as there 

were two witnesses who came into the room after I was there. 
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Personally, I hope they find both of them guilty and give them the death 

penalty.” 

“That would make our lives easier. So, what happens next?” 

“Well, give me six months or so and then we can finally be together, 

my love.” 

Ava smiled and nodded.” (p. 93-94) 

Infidelity, cheating, and adultery are common themes in MPFE. These themes force the 

writers to expose the characters’ vulnerable sides glossed over by their fame, wealth, fortune, 

and superior positions in society. These characters remind their readers that reality is not what 

it seems. Perhaps the frequency of such themes in MPFE indicates these social problems are 

becoming normal in urban Malay society. Marital infidelity is fast becoming a “norm” in 

today’s modern Malay society as demonstrated by recent statistics provided by the Malaysian 

religious authorities. While infidelity is often discussed in Malay romance literature from the 

female’s perspective29, the same theme will be addressed from the male’s perspective in a short 

story titled Dick (2015) by Hasrul Rizwan in Chapter Five. It is interesting that MPFE takes 

this and addresses it differently, thus giving readers a broader perspective on this social 

problem.  

Themes of sexuality 

There are many sub-themes within the theme of sex written by Malay Muslim authors in 

the MPFE genre. These sub-themes reflect the many issues within the urban Malay community 

regarding their body, sexual behaviours, gender, and sexuality. As an overview, some of the 

major themes found within MPFE published between 2010 to 2020 are listed in Table 2 below: 

 
29 See in Noor Aida and Nasihah (2015). 
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Table 2: Major themes in MPFE published between 2010 to 2020 

THEMES AUTHOR PUBLISHER YEAR OF 

FIRST 

PUBLICATION 

TITLE GENRE 

FORCED SEX Adib Zaini Fixi Novo 2013 The 

Runner 

Short 

story 

Nadia 

Khan 

Fixi Novo 2014 Savages Short 

story 

Tunku 

Halim 

Fixi Novo 2018 No Kiss 

Goodbye 

Short 

story 

Tunku 

Halim 

Fixi Novo 2018 The Rape 

of Nancy 

Ng 

Short 

story 

CONSENSUAL SEX A.  B. 

Hashim 

Lejen Press 2012 Timid Novel 

Hadi M. 

Nor 

Fixi Novo 2014 Family 

Values 

Novel 

Tunku 

Halim 
Fixi Novo 

 

2015 

A 

Malaysian 

Restaurant 

in London 

Novel 

Tunku 

Halim 

Fixi Novo 2018 Hello Short 

story 

Tunku 

Halim 

Fixi Novo 2018 Pontianak Short 

story 

INFIDELITY A.  B. 

Hashim 

Lejen Press 2012 Timid Novel 

Shaz Johar Fixi Novo 2014 Asian 

Angel 

Short 

story 

Dina 

Zaman 

Fixi Novo 2014 After 

Dark, My 

Love 

Short 

story 

Hasrul 

Rizwan 

Fixi Novo 2014 Dick Short 

story 
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THEMES AUTHOR PUBLISHER YEAR OF 

FIRST 

PUBLICATION 

TITLE GENRE 

Arif 

Zulkifli 

Fixi Novo 2014 Playtime Short 

story 

Tunku 

Halim 

Fixi Novo 2018 Pontianak Short 

story 

Tunku 

Halim 

Fixi Novo 2018 The 

Huntsman 

Short 

story 

INCEST Nadia 

Khan 

Fixi Novo 2014 Savages Short 

story 

ABNORMAL SEX 

 

(SEX ACT WITH 

THE DEAD, SEX 

AND BRUTALITY, 

SEXUAL 

TRANSGRESSIONS) 

 

Tunku 

Halim 
Fixi Novo 

2016 Man on 

the 22nd 

Floor 

Short 

story 

Tunku 

Halim 
Fixi Novo 

2018 Midnight 

Rain 

Short 

story 

Zed Adam 

Idris Fixi Novo 

2016 Method Short 

story 

HOMOSEXUALITY Rozlan 

Mohd. 

Noor 

Silverfish 

Pulp 

2012 UTUBE Novel 

A. B 

Hashim 

Lejen Press 2013 Pretty Boy  Short 

Story  

INTERRACIAL 

RELATIONSHIP 

 

Tunku 

Halim  

Fixi Novo 2018 No Kiss 

Goodbye 

Short 

story 

FOREIGN SEX 

WORKER 

 

Tunku 

Halim 

Fixi Novo 2018 Lodger Short 

story 

BODY POLITICS, 

SEXUALISED 

BODY 

 

Fadzlishah 

Johanabas 

Fixi Novo 2014 Kiss from 

a Rose 

Short 

story 

 

  



GENDER AND SEXUALITY IN CONTEMPORARY MPFE 92 

Characterisation, settings, style, and narrator 

Physical appearances: Most characters portrayed in the stories are Malay-Muslim Malaysians 

residing in Malaysia. Some characters have ambiguous ethnic and religious backgrounds, for 

example, in Savages (2014) and The Runner (2013) where the main characters have no name. 

In Timid (2012), the Malay Muslim author applies non-Malay/Muslim names to his characters, 

which have spared the book and the author from moral disciplining by conservative Malay 

Muslim readers.  

Social class and place setting: Based on the list of MPFE in Table 2, the common 

denomination for social class in most of the texts is middle and upper-middle-class Malay 

community who dwells in urban cities such as Kuala Lumpur and its surrounding. In texts where 

place setting is not mentioned, references to urban spaces are suggested. For example in Timid 

(2012), the author does not cite any real-life cities but only refers to “the city” with high-rise 

buildings (“apartments”) and nightlife (“bars”) (p. 87). For other stories, cities that exist in the 

real world are mentioned. For example, Aizat from Family Values (2014) is described as living 

in “Bangsar”, a residential suburb at the outskirt of Kuala Lumpur. Therefore, most MPFE 

prefers urban settings for their stories to take place. 

The roles of narrators: There are two types of narrators in each MPFE from the above list, 

firstly are the protagonists who narrate the stories from their point of view, secondly are the 

omniscient narrators who are all-knowing, all-seeing, and all-hearing of all the characters, the 

past, the present and the future. Besides that, there are texts in which the readers may find both 

types of narrators telling the stories, each providing their perspectives and knowledge about the 

characters and the plot. 

Based on the list in Table 1 above, eight short stories and two novels employ their 

protagonists as the narrator of the stories. Examples from Table 1 are protagonists from The 

Runner (2013), Savages (2014), Asian Angel (2014), Pontianak (2018), Timid (2012), Family 
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Values (2014), Playtime (2014), Method (2016), No Kiss Goodbye (2018), and Kiss from a Rose 

(2014).  

Equally, eight short stories and two novels employ omniscient narrators in their stories 

to narrate the plots such as in A Malaysian Restaurant in London (2015), The Rape of Nancy 

Ng (2018), Hello (2018), After Dark, My Love (2014), Dick (2014), The Huntsman (2018), Man 

on the 22nd Floor (2016), Midnight Rain (2018), Utube (2012), and Pretty Boy (2013) from the 

anthology of Five Thieving Bastards (2013). 

In the short story entitled Lodger (2018), there are two narrators in which the story is 

told from both protagonist and an omniscient narrators’ point of view. 

From model to mirror: The narrators in MPFE have moved away from assuming the roles of 

a dramatized narrator to an undramatized narrator. A common feature of narrators in Malay 

literature is the dramatized narrator who has complete knowledge of all the characters in the 

story and holds the authority to impart advice to the readers. This didactic style is adopted from 

the “new hikayats”, in which the narrators use their authority in knowledge to inform the readers 

of each characters’ “true selves”. By the same token of knowledge, the narrators guide the 

readers with instructions and suggestions in an obvious manner (Hooker, 2012).  

In the MPFE, a realistic style is frequently adopted to replace the didactic style. This 

replacement sets the trend from a model narrator who instructs, to a mirror narrator who simply 

tells. An undramatized narrator uses the interiorisation technique to present the characters’ true 

selves and private thoughts. This is done through the characters’ asides or soliloquies. This 

technique has allowed the readers to learn about “new aspects of the character” and “more 

details about what kind of people they are” (Hooker, 2000, p. 235).  

Hooker (2000) explains, an undramatized narrator can draw “with attention to detail, 

whether it be through descriptions of dress, behaviour, appearance, or inner reflections” (p. 
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235). The major difference between a dramatized narrator and an undramatized narrator is, 

the former constructs their characters as “guides and role models” whereas the latter create their 

characters into “more credible beings” and more realistic, affecting their relatability with the 

readers.  

The voice of the people: The most common role of the narrator in all these texts is that of a 

social critic. MPFE is a response to the way sex is discussed in contemporary Malay literature. 

There is a lack of literary representations by Malay writers who create their own narratives 

about their gender and sexuality for fear of being marginalised. Pontianak (2018) by Tunku 

Halim is a short story that makes an excellent case to desensitise sex in literature by beginning 

the short story with a provoking question, “Afraid of sex?”, before proceeding to describe in 

detail “unmarried” sexual activities with two different women. He also challenges his readers 

to punish him according to Islamic law for committing the zina (unlawful sex out of wedlock). 

“Yes, zina, plain and simple. No excuses. Stone me if you want” (p. 112). Overall, the function 

of undramatized narrators in MPFE is to give voice to the voiceless, the ordinary people who 

have unique experiences separate from the experiences often imagined by the dominant values 

in mainstream literature.  

Concluding remarks 

Sexual texts in Malaysian Popular Fiction in the English language is a new trend that 

reaches its peak only in the last ten years. There are generally two ways that sex is being 

addressed in MPFE. Firstly, erotic or pornographic stories to arouse readers’ sexual desires. 

Secondly, critical stories with hints of sexual scenes. The sexual scenes are included in the texts 

to create discussions over social problems related to sexual abuse, gender stereotypes, and 

sexual immoralities. 

The broader theme may be recycled in many MPFE, however, the thematic statements 

vary as illustrated in Table 2. “Sex” may be the broader thematic concept (such as love, murder, 
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infidelity, etc.), but within this broader theme and topic such as “the negative impacts of pre-

marital sex, gender-bias, or freedom of sex”, are statements that may not be shared by all MPFE 

authors. 

Within this chapter, the readers will find suggested readings that exemplified the two 

types and a brief discussion on the topic of interests found within the stories. The following two 

chapters will discuss some of the most recurrent themes in the genre to establish the connection 

between the current social and cultural transformations and the stories that capture them.   
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4. ALTERNATIVE IMAGES OF MALAY WOMEN IN ENGLISH POPULAR 

FICTION 

Female bodies in contemporary Malaysian literature 

This chapter argues that female characters in Nadia Khan’s Savages (2015) and Adib 

Zaini’s The Runner (2015) use their power (the right of women to define and control their 

sexuality)30 to use their sexuality to reject their culturally assigned gender roles. To explain this, 

the chapter first discusses how the Malay society constructs feminine values and women images 

in their literature by referring to its Malay prime literature (from hikayat and folk tale) and 

contemporary Malaysian literature (both taken from Malay and English literature). The 

comparison is necessary to provide us with the general idea of how the Malays regulate and 

control female bodies and sexuality in modern Malay society. The findings will determine 

whether traditional ideals of Malay female sexuality are still maintained in MPFE or rejected 

to give way to new ideals. Both texts are short stories selected from two volumes of KL Noir 

anthology (White and Red), first published in 2013 by Fixi Novo. 

Mohammad A. Quayum’s (2008) article on contemporary MLIE concludes that female 

bodies in MLIE texts continue to carry sufferings and wretched fates at the hands of the 

patriarchy system. There is a literary habit among mainstream Malaysian writers to highlight 

and maintain gender binary juxtaposition where women are subordinated and marginalised by 

men (Aziz, 2008). Mohammad A. Quayum (2008) concludes that “they all share the common 

theme of gender binary and oppression of women in a tradition-bound, androcentric society” 

(p. 159).  

 
30 Feminists differentiate sexual autonomy from sexual liberation. Sexual autonomy entails “the right of women 
to define and control their own sexuality” whereas sexual liberation which has its roots in  the sexual revolution 
movement is seen by radical feminists as an excuse to legitimise male sexual promiscuity, by which women’s 

bodies are objectified to male sexual fantasies (Jackson, 1994, p. 2).   
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However, it is imperative to understand that Malay literature has different ways of 

rendering “good” qualities in a woman. In Malay Muslim society, sufferings are attributed to  

acts of selflessness (sacrifice). When this concept is applied in literature, the more a woman 

suffers, the more she is deemed as an admirable person who sacrifices herself for the happiness 

of everyone else. Therefore, a good and devout woman who suffers is a woman who endures 

great pain for deferred gratification, usually in the form of a “happy ever after” ending. This 

attitude is based on the teaching of Islam in which God says,  

“We will certainly test you with a touch of fear and famine and loss of 

property, life, and crops. Give good news to those who patiently endure, 

who, when faced with a disaster, say, “Surely to Allah we belong, and 

to Him we will all return. They are the ones who will receive Allah’s 

blessings and mercy. And it is they who are ‘rightly’ guided” (Quran, 

2:155-157, Dr. Mustafa Khattab).  

Instead of seeing endurance as a weakness, endurance in a Malay woman signifies her gratitude 

for what is destined for her by her Creator. In addition to that, unassertiveness is a sign of 

humbleness. Generally, being outspoken is seen as a disrespectful behaviour in Malay society 

as Lim (2003) has argued in his doctoral dissertation,  

“On both occasions, the arguer did not choose to engage in a 

confrontation as it was not part of the Malay budi pekerti morality and 

budi bahasa courtesy. In my analysis of the Malay proverbs, I was not 

able to locate a strong tendency and attitude of direct confrontation. 

This is obvious as the Malays never choose to be confrontational as it 

is not their way. Direct confrontation is seen as tidak manis (lit. not 
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sweet, not nice) and tidak berbudi bahasa (uncultured, uncivilised)” (p. 

192). 

Budi Bahasa31 (courteous speech) is the Malay art of combining rationality and emotion 

in speech (Lim, 2003). When they speak, even in anger, they must think before speaking to 

avoid confrontation. In many situations, a Malay man is expected to speak on behalf of his 

family members as the Malays consider men to be more rational than women (a reflection of 

the concept of Aqal and Nafsu). Budi bahasa is more expected from Malay women. Bashfulness 

is attached to feminine qualities (demure) as assertiveness and confidence, especially in speech, 

are qualities attached to masculinity. A masculine man is a man who can lead. Therefore, a man 

who expresses his thoughts is positively sanctioned as a man who is in charge, while a woman 

who does the same is negatively sanctioned as a woman who has no patience. Since a man is 

the guardian of his family members, he is responsible for speaking on behalf of his family. This 

is evident in the roles of men as wakil (representative) to speak for his family in Malay adat 

(customary practices in the community) ceremonies such as merisik (investigate a woman’s 

marital status before asking for her hand), bertunang (engagement) and nikah (marriage vow 

on the wedding day). Therefore, a brusque female character in Malay fiction often functions as 

a foil character to the protagonist, and her behaviour is chastised. One such example can be 

seen in the story of Tengku Tengah by Wilson et, al., in which the storyteller cautions readers 

of a woman’s potential danger if she is impulsive. “The reader knows what women will do; 

when they are angry or full of hatred they act rashly, heedless of consequences” (Wilson, ibn 

Ahmad, Matheson, & Andaya, 2006). Based on this assumption, the author of Tengku Tengah 

establishes a premise that a woman operates on her Nafsu (as opposed to a man operating with 

 
31 In Lim Kim Hui’s (2003) doctoral dissertation titled “Budi as the Malay Mind: A philosophical study of Malay 
ways of reasoning and emotion in peribahasa”, the author defines the word budi as courtesy. As a concept, budi is 

central to the Malays’ speech and communication where a speaker must practise the art of combining both reason 
and emotion especially when dealing with conflicts. This, in turn, is a reflection of a speaker’s wisdom. According 
to Lim (2003), budi is synthesises “rationality and emotion intuition; and the person who is able to achieve this 
ideal state is a budiman (person of wisdom)” (p. 28). 
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Aqal) and therefore must be controlled or she will be destructive to herself and the people 

around her. 

Preservation of Malay adat and Islam in female characterisation 

Siti Hawa Salleh (1992) claims that the Malay men’s need to control their women is in 

their culture’s insistence on maintaining adat. Adat means old customs and traditions that are 

practised in society. In the Malay world, adat practices are a cultural identity of an ethnic group. 

For example, adat perkahwinan (marriage customs) in Balinese culture differs from adat 

perkahwinan in Minangkabau culture. These differences are each other’s ethnic and cultural 

identifications. In Malaysia, most Malay adat practices, if not all, are influenced by the Islamic 

tradition. In Islam, the religion reiterates that men and women may not be equal but rather 

complement each other. Hence, there are certain expectations from Muslim women which are 

not expected of Muslim men, and the quality of a Muslim woman is measured by her level of 

subservience to her Creator and her husband. A hadith (Prophetic sayings) goes, “Any woman 

who dies while her husband is pleased with her, she will enter in paradise”, which  entails “to 

be subservient and self-sacrificing” (Siti Hawa, 1992). According to Ong (1995), the Malay 

adat demands both males and females to exercise sexual modesty but in practice, the regulation 

of female sexuality is observed by the male family members who, in Islam, are regarded as her 

guardians (Peletz, 1995). In many conservative Malay families, men’s honour depends heavily 

on their women’s sexuality (Peletz, 1995). Virtue lies in the safekeeping of virginity before 

marriage, the absence of which will reduce her family to a humiliating position (Smith-Hefner, 

Ong, & Peletz, 2006). 

The regulation of female sexuality and morality in Malay literary tradition 

Besides the Malay adat and Islam, the regulation of female sexuality is communicated 

in their literature. Moral values concerning sexual conduct are embedded in the stories, overtly 
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or subtly through kiasan (figurative speech) (Syed Hussein, 2003). Didactic traditional Malay 

tales use various methods such as rewarding good behaviours and punishing bad ones to 

maintain morally acceptable values regarding sexual behaviours. Nevertheless, overarching 

patriarchal biases in traditional Malay literature are not uncommon. The Malay feudal society 

practiced a system that situated men’s dominant positions in both private and public spaces 

(Kheng, 1993).  

Historically, male writers dominated Malay literature. The lack of literary involvement 

on the women’s part perhaps could be explained in the way the Malay feudal system was 

maintained. Ding (2006) explains, at the bottom of the social ladder, female peasants, 

“terpaksa membuat lebih banyak kerja, termasuk membanting tulang 

empat kerat bersama-sama suami di bendang dan sawah, selain 

mengurus rumah tangga, memasak, menjaga anak dan lain-lain… Oleh 

sebab tidak tahu membaca dan menulis, wanita tidak meninggalkan 

dokumen bertulis tentang penderitaan, penganiayaan, diskriminasi dan 

sakit yang mereka tanggung” (p. 75). 

[have to do more chores, including to work themselves to the bones 

together with their husband in the paddy fields, on top of managing the 

household, cooking, looking after their children and so on… Because 

of their inability to read and write, women do not leave behind any 

written documentation of their suffering, abuse, discrimination, and the 

pain that they bear] (Author’s translation). 

The situation is no different for women at the top of the social ladder. The practice of 

enterprising noblewomen among men of noble births was very common whereby women were 

treated as sexual objects and trade offerings for politics (Ruzy Suliza, Ungku Maimunah, Nor 
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Hashimah, and Zulkarnaen, 2012). According to Shaharuddin (1984), “the nobles often 

kidnapped the wives and daughters of their subjects. Anyone who resisted or criticised these 

kidnappers would usually be killed” (p. 29). Abdullah Munsyi blames ketuanan (male 

supremacy) in the methods of raising Malay boys, 

“They (the rulers) allow them to do anything they like, give in to their 

every wish, and pay no attention to instructing them in the humanities, 

in modesty or a sense of shame, or in the elements of culture and 

courteous behaviour. All they do is find small girls as playmates for 

their children when they are young and as their mistresses when they 

are older” (as cited in Shaharuddin, 1984, p. 28). 

Traditional Malay hikayats and folk tales not only serve as entertainments but the stories 

are filled with subliminal messages that communicate socially and morally acceptable values. 

If a person partakes in reading, they subconsciously take away the messages intended by the 

writer. This is, according to the Malays, the meaning of literary activity. As for the hikayat 

tradition, a woman learns about a morally sound character based on the actions and decisions 

made by the female characters and their subsequent rewards or repercussions. For example, 

traditional literature communicates the advantages of perseverance and philanthropy through 

the female characters' rewards after their trials and tribulations. The story of Tun Fatimah who 

lived during the 16th century is a classic example of this regulation. It is related that Tun 

Fatimah was born in a bangsawan (noble) family. She is known as the daughter of the Sultan’s 

right-hand man, but most importantly, Tun Fatimah is more known for her outstanding beauty. 

Her sorrowful fate begins when her father, Bendahara Tun Mutahir, marries her to her cousin 

instead of the Sultan. Upon seeing her beauty at their wedding, the Sultan becomes angry at his 

Bendahara for not offering her daughter for marriage to him. Because of this, the Sultan bears 

a grudge against the Bendahara. The Sultan then slanders Bendahara Tun Mutahir with a 
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rumour of plotting a coup against his government and later uses this excuse to execute 

Bendahara’s whole family except for Tun Fatimah and her child. 

 Despite her great devastation, the Sultan takes her as his fifth consort. In Leiden’s 

(2012) version of the story, Tun Fatimah gives birth to a son named Tun Trang, who is later 

crowned king (2012). Tun Fatimah’s forbearance in the story is often highlighted to emphasise 

the reward a woman can receive (becoming a Sultan’s mother) if she is patient through her 

adversities. This is how the Malay subconsciously imparts their knowledge governing gender 

and sexuality. In the case of Tun Fatimah, she uses her pregnancy to take control of her fate. 

Her action reflects a woman’s strength in adversities.  

In addition to hikayat, folktales are also successful tools to impart knowledge on female 

gendering and sexuality. For the Malays, an honourable woman is a woman who successfully 

preserves her sexual attractiveness (Ong, 1995). Conversely, “unregulated sexuality was seen 

as symbolic of social disorder” (Ong, 1995, p. 179). One example of a Malay folktale that 

politicises a woman’s sexuality as a way to build collective identity is in the story of Mahsuri. 

Mahsuri is a 19th-century female legend from the small island of Langkawi whose name and 

life account are widely popular in Malay folklore. Unlike Tun Fatimah, Mahsuri is not of royal 

birth but she is born in a fairly rich household to a decent couple with a humble beginning. 

According to folklore, her parents, Pandak Mayah and Endak Alang flee Southern Thailand to 

the island of Langkawi in search of a better life working on a small paddy field they bought 

from the locals. The old couple has been married for many years but does not have a child. 

Even though they long for an offspring, as a God-conscious man and woman, both of them have 

never complained and accepted their fate with patience until one day, as destined by the Creator, 

they hear a baby’s cry from a pot of rice. The couple quickly prepares the rice to eat as they 

perceived it as a blessing from their Creator. Expectedly, Endak Alang becomes pregnant with 

Mahsuri. Mahsuri’s birth is truly a blessing from the Creator because her presence has brought 
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prosperity to the couple as their paddy field grows abundantly and they can sell excessive rice 

in large quantities. As time passes, the couple grows their wealth and becomes one of the richest 

in the village.  

Mahsuri grows into a beautiful young girl who is admired by everyone around for her 

beauty and modest behaviour. She also enjoys education and light sports as her father teaches 

her silat (Malay martial arts) during her free time. By the time Mahsuri grows into womanhood, 

she is known for her astonishing beauty and her polished character and education. However, 

her beauty becomes the talk of the town and this fact attracts fine men in her village to ask for 

her hand in marriage. A Malay woman’s sexuality lies in her exquisite beauty, a trait Mahsuri 

shares with Tun Fatimah. The menfolk who are enchanted by Mahsuri’s beauty includes Datuk 

Pekerma Jaya Wan Yahya (Wan Yahya), the chieftain of Langkawi, and also the representative 

of Sultan Kedah on the island. Wan Yahya is already married to a woman named Wan Mahora, 

making it a triangled love story. However, when Wan Yahya learns about his brother’s (Wan 

Darus) romantic feelings towards Mahsuri, he does not pursue his intention and allows them to 

marry instead. Nevertheless, Wan Mahora becomes resentful of Mahsuri upon learning that her 

husband had intended to take Mahsuri as his second wife, and because of that, she begins to 

slander her of sexual fornication.  

 In Mahsuri’s story, women are depicted as a source of trouble. Mahsuri’s physical 

attractiveness creates fitnah (slander) among the people of Langkawi who are envious of her 

beauty. It insinuates that a woman’s beauty can cause her to be conceited, and if it is not 

governed (to bring it under control through negative reinforcement), a woman can turn arrogant. 

Mahsuri is a woman whose parents give agency. Her father teaches her silat, which gives her 

confidence. She also has control over the decision on marriage (she refuses to be Wan Yahya’s 

wife and accepts his brother’s proposal instead). This level of control helps her during Wan 

Darus’ absence when he joins the Kedah army fighting against the Siamese forces. Wan Darus’ 
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absence leaves Mahsuri to make decisions for herself and this includes her choice to build a 

friendship with her family’s servant boy, the latter from which has given Wan Mahora an excuse 

to slander her. The friendship32 is unusual “because sexually experienced and not legally 

subordinated to any man, previously married women, whether widows or divorcees (called by 

the same term, janda), were considered both vulnerable and dangerous. Janda is often accused 

of stealing husbands (Smith-Hefner, Ong, & Peletz, 2006).  

The story places two women in opposites to symbolise the competition between good 

and evil. Wan Mahora personifies evil and Mahsuri personifies good. While Mahsuri 

symbolises desirable feminine values such as beauty, modesty, patient, and demure, Wan 

Mahora symbolises undesirable feminine values such as jealousy, selfishness, impatience, and 

resentfulness. In the battle between good and evil, good must triumph. This is established in the 

scene of Mahsuri’s death sentence after Wan Mahora successfully lied about her and made the 

villagers believe her illicit sexual behaviour. On the persecution day, the villagers, led by Wan 

Yahya, tie her to a tree and stab her with a tombak (spear) but to the surprise of all witnesses, 

the spear failed to kill her. They repeatedly tried until Wan Mahora ran to Mahsuri and tortured 

her until she submits. Mahsuri tells them that only her family’s heirloom keris (dagger) could 

kill her. The villagers take the keris and stab between her ribs and breast. As soon as the keris 

wound her, white blood pours out from her body. The white colour symbolises purity and 

cleanliness, therefore, the white blood signifies her innocence.  

Right before her death, she curses the villagers who have unjustly slandered her and 

utters her famous last speech, 

“Ya Allah, Ya Tuhan Yang Maha Melihat Segalanya, aku redha 

akan matiku jika benar aku bersalah tapi jika benar aku 

 
32 Which, according to the folk tradition, remains platonic. 
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dianiaya...ssesungguhnya aku haramkan darahku mengalir ke 

bumi ini, dan aku sumpah, bumi Langkawi tidak akan aman, 

berpuakalah menjadi padang jarak padang tekukur selama 

tujuh keturunan!” (Faizal, 2010). 

[Oh, Allah, the All-seeing, I accept my death if I am in the 

wrong, but if I am wrongfully accused…I forbid my blood to 

flow on this land, and I curse, the land of Langkawi shall never 

find peace, may it lay barren for seven generations!] (Author’s 

translation).  

Soon after, Langkawi is attacked by the Siamese forces. The villagers have to burn all 

their paddy fields to stop the Siamese intruders from confiscating their source of living. 

However, after the Siamese force retreats, the villagers are not able to revive their paddy fields 

for seven generations as a form of humiliation for misjudging an innocent woman.  

On the surface, Wan Mahora and Mahsuri’s strained relationship warns readers against 

spreading lies and rumours while stresses on the importance of good speech (budi bahasa)33 

but most importantly to this analysis is that it demonstrates the Malay society’s preoccupation 

with their women’s sexuality. The bigger underlying message is that a nubile woman must not 

be aware of her sexual potential or she will inflict danger on herself and her society. Mahsuri’s 

tale also encourages women to preserve modesty and reprimands them from having excessive 

power and agency. Excessive power and agency are seen as a threat to the people. In the story, 

we see how Wan Mahora becomes anxious about Mahsuri’s autonomy after her marriage to 

 
33 In Lim Kim Hui’s (2003) doctoral dissertation titled “Budi as the Malay Mind: A philosophical study of Malay 
ways of reasoning and emotion in peribahasa”, the author defines the word budi as courtesy. As a concept, budi is 

central to the Malays’ speech and communication where a speaker must practise the ar t of combining both reason 
and emotion especially when dealing with conflicts. This, in turn, is a reflection of a speaker’s wisdom. According 
to Lim (2003), budi is synthesises “rationality and emotion intuition; and the person who is able to achieve this 
ideal state is a budiman (person of wisdom)” (p. 28). 
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Wan Darus. This anxiety becomes her reason to plot against her to control her. In this instance, 

we see how Malay women’s agency of her body is controlled not only by men, but women in 

her society too play a similar role. The message is clear; women’s agencies should be 

monitored. As Slatkin notes, “Men who allowed their wives this freedom was assumed to be 

unable to control their woman and were often labelled as cuckolds” (as cited in Ding, 2006, p. 

75). That is also the reason why the village chieftain does not question Wan Mahora’s 

allegations against Mahsuri and finds it imperative to remove Mahsuri’s body agency by 

sentencing her to death so that she would not tarnish “the collective identity of kampong men” 

that relies on their women’s chastity (Smith-Hefner et al., 2006). Probing deeper into Mahsuri’s 

story, we realise how folktales can become an instruction manual that informs Malay women 

on regulating their body, gender, sex, and sexuality according to the acceptable social code of 

conduct. 

“Femmes fatales” in Nadia Khan’s Savages (2015) and Adib Zaini’s The Runner (2015) 

From the anthology’s title, “KL” is an abbreviation of Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia's capital 

city, while “Noir” is a French word meaning black. The term “noir” here reflects the body of 

work that explores dark themes, often driven by cynical attitudes and sexual motivations, 

originated from American cinema and literary works in the 1920s (Porfirio, 2006). The 

philosophy of “Film Noir”, is a reaction to moral and economic breakdown that characterises 

the American society during the 1920s Great Depression. As such, it approaches subjects such 

as crime and violence (in the form of adultery, murder, guilt, corruption, and entrapment, etc. 

through this “moody monochrome” visuals to deal with “existential despair” (Porfirio, 2006). 

It is treated as the provision for expressing frustration due to economic depression and 

psychological anxieties experienced by Americans especially after surviving the two World 

Wars (Amir Muhammad, 2015). As a whole, KL Noir is a body of work that mimics American 

“Film Noir” aspiring to portray the city’s dark side sinister and disturbing stories  which are 
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often ignored by the mainstream society (Amir Muhammad, 2013). There are four volumes 

published in the KL Noir series and they are each categorised by colours, namely KL Noir Red 

(February 2013), KL Noir White (October 2013), KL Noir Blue (April 2014), and KL Noir 

Yellow (October 2014). The “Noir” genre emphasizes visuals as an important element in the 

expression of dark feelings. By categorising its series in colours, KL Noir anthology draws its 

readers’ attention to the importance of visual presentation and prepares them for the contents 

signified by those colours. 

Both short stories have the essential ingredients for Film Noir-themed stories, and the 

two protagonists carry the image of femme fatale. Femme fatale is a French phrase that means 

an attractive and seductive woman, especially one who will ultimately cause distress to a man 

who becomes involved with her. Far from being “irrelevant to its structuring” of our literary 

culture, the introduction of promiscuous female characters fundamentally provides an 

alternative representation of female sexuality. It is useful to study female bodies in popular 

fiction written in English because they represent images of urban Malay women mainly for 

these two major reasons, 

“The first is that women have a particular relationship to popular culture 

that is different from men. They have pointed out that women have 

played central roles as consumers of certain popular culture products, 

that they are a central subject matter of popular culture for both men 

and women, and that, in some cases and some periods, they have been 

significant creators and producers of popular culture. The second 

assumption is that understanding how popular culture functions both 

for women and for a patriarchal culture is important if women are to 

gain control over their own identities and change both social 
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mythologies and social relations” (Rakow as cited in Storey, 2006, p. 

202). 

1. Savages (2015) by Nadia Khan 

Synopsis: In Savages (2015), we see an unnamed young girl from a small town who 

has lost all hope in a father figure after he abuses her sexually since she was young. She seeks 

a substitute to replace her father in the form of a young man with whom she involves herself in 

a romantic relationship. The young man promises her a better life in the city of Kuala Lumpur 

which makes her agree to elope with him and escape “the prison” that she was in with her father. 

In the cheap hotel room that they both rent, the young man finally reveals his true intention in 

a forceful manner. It turns out that the young man is also a manipulative figure who plans to 

sell her off for prostitution. As her frustrations build up and anger dominates, she murders her 

lover and mutilates his genitals, releasing all her pent-up frustrations against men in her world. 

The incident at the cheap hotel room transforms the “shy, timid” protagonist into a serial killer 

that preys on men. Her final transformation into a seductress predator destabilises female 

sexuality that pre-exists in Malay society. She challenges the socially accepted gender norms 

and relations depicted in Malay fiction.  

Stereotypes of Malay female image: In the beginning, we see a young female protagonist who 

conforms to the stereotypical image of a subservient Malay woman who has no agency to 

change her fate. The protagonist’s father is a policeman, “not the crime-fighting type [but] the 

type who sits behind a desk all day, doing paperwork with pent-up sexual frustration” (p. 19). 

She grows up with a distorted idea of love as she is molested by her father “over and over” (p. 

19). As a confused child, she comes to understand that love is a sexual bargain. She is 

conditioned to please her father sexually in exchange for her chance to survive. She is made to 

feel responsible for her father’s sexual fulfillment because displeasing her father means she will 



GENDER AND SEXUALITY IN CONTEMPORARY MPFE 109 

be neglected by the only person in her life whom she trusts. Therefore, she is forced to adapt to 

his father’s uncontrollable sexual urge reinforcing the image of men having more sexual urge 

than women (Ong, 1995). The word “over” is repeated in the story to highlight his horrendous 

crimes, thus allowing us to identify with the protagonist’s misery who cannot escape this 

situation. She pleads with her father to release her, but she is continuously ignored. Her father 

only sees her as an object for his sexual gratification and her voice remains unheeded. This is 

seen in the one-way communication between them. There are no meaningful conversations 

between the father and his daughter except for harking sounds made by the father to instruct his 

daughter to “take off [her] clothes” (p. 21). As time passes, she is transformed into a mere 

voiceless object. Her pleadings evolve from screams to weak begs, and finally to a “complete 

silence” (p. 19).  

Transformation: As the story progresses, she takes control over her body and changes her fate 

firstly by taking over the role of a narrator. In this story, there is no omnipresent figure who 

narrates, instead, the protagonist uses her voice to express herself. She dominates her narrative 

and leaves no space for her readers to make speculations about her. The story is communicated 

in the first-person voice giving her readers direct access to her memories as well as thoughts. 

During the initial transformation happening at home, she not only has no voice, but she also has 

no ability to feel. This foreshadows her transformation into an antihero whose ability to feel has 

been eroded. Later we see that the protagonist recovers her body agency through her sexuality. 

Knowledge on sex: The protagonist meets Razlan (who is her father’s subordinate at work) at 

her home when her father assigns him to “pick up a few documents [her] father had left on the 

table” (p. 20). Meeting with Razlan has liberated her sexuality in a different way than her father 

had done. With her father, it was coerced but with Razlan, it involves feelings. She finds him 

“attractive [and] shivered all over-excited at the prospect of this man… It will be different this 

time, [she] was a woman in love” (p. 20). In a Malay literary tradition, it is taboo for  a woman 
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to express her sexual desire. A woman who does so is reprimanded as “vulgar”. However, the 

protagonist is not afraid to express her sexuality. Perhaps due to years of sexual abuse, the only 

way she knows how to express love is through sexual behaviours. Her lack of knowledge about 

sex makes her believe in the manipulation of her sexuality to get Razlan’s attention. After their 

first kiss, she waits for him to return, 

“But he didn’t show up for weeks after that. I read once in a magazine 

that this is what guys do- they give you one great night, then you won’t 

hear from them so you’d crave for more. Or was it the other thing- 

where they act all cold and distant so they won’t have to break up with 

you, and you’ll break up with him instead? But we were not a couple… 

were we? I wouldn’t know. The only couple I knew was my father and 

myself, and I’m sure the same rules didn’t apply. As wrong as that may 

sound, it’s the truth.  

But he came knocking on my door eventually- how long could he have 

stayed away? My father had trained me well, I had thought with a swell 

of pride (I don’t have many things to be proud of, so allow me what 

little chance I have, will you?)” (p. 20). 

The protagonist learns about sexual knowledge through the magazine as she has no 

female role model to inform her about sex. The narrator brings to our attention sexual 

misbehaviour problems among teenagers and adolescents in the Malay society because of the 

lack of formal sexual education in schools (Krishnan, Mohd. Lazim and Md. Yusof, 2011). 

There are many misconceptions about the subject because of this lack of understanding. “In 

view of this, the Deputy Prime Minister announced that sex education will be implemented in 

schools beginning 2011. Nevertheless, with resounding pessimistic views from conservatives 
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that the introduction of sex education in schools can be misconstrued by students as an initiation 

to sexual activities” (Krishnan, Mohd. Lazim and Md. Yusof, 2011, p. 75). 

The relationship between sex and power: Besides exposing the conflict of power based on a 

patriarchal model of sexuality, Savages (2015) also presents the conflict between sex and power 

relation based on the economy. Feminists’ critic of sex and power relation opens a discussion 

on the protagonist’s condition. According to Jackson (1994), women’s financial autonomy is 

necessary for assuring freedom from men’s ownership of sexuality. This is especially true in 

relationships (such as marriage) where the women are dependent on the men for their 

sustenance (Jackson, 1994). Feminists challenge the institution of marriage as an 

“institutionalised female sexual slavery” (Jackson, 1994, p. 14). Even though this argument 

addresses marriage institutions, the argument can be applied in the protagonist’s situation in 

which she has no other family relations to turn to. She claims that, “Growing up, it was just him 

and I” (p. 19), and therefore she has no other choice but to depend on her father. 

The economy continues to subjugate the protagonist’s sexual life. Before she meets 

Razlan, she has to perform sex with her father in return for his financial support. Now that she 

is with Razlan, she has to do the same with her body in return for his love. Both male figures 

use their masculinity to control her sexuality for their own benefits. Razlan convinces the 

protagonist to elope to Kuala Lumpur with a promise of a better future (economic 

independence). The oppositions between modern (Kuala Lumpur) and traditional (her 

hometown) underpins the division between traditional knowledge and modern scientific 

knowledge on sexuality. The protagonist’s “norm” about how to sexually behave (symbolised 

by her hometown) will soon be disrupted by the advent of modern science (symbolised by Kuala 

Lumpur). We learn that the protagonist has never been to Kuala Lumpur and has no prior 

knowledge about it. All she hopes for is the promise of financial freedom which will eventually 

free her from her father’s shackle (p. 21). 
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"People went there ended up having lots of money. The guy who used 

to be our neighbour made it big there just by selling water filters! Then 

there was this teacher we had in school who earned big bucks in KL by 

becoming a model for an ubat kuat product – which was weird because 

he was this really scrawny guy” (p. 21). 

What she does not know is, Razlan has no intention to support her and instead plans to 

“sell” her to make money from her body (p. 22). Razlan only views the protagonist as an object 

that can be traded in business. Her body and sexuality are a commodity. Razlan has no respect 

for the protagonist because he knows that she is no longer a virgin. “Here (Kuala Lumpur), 

nobody cares about virginity. What’s important is experience! You understand?” (p. 22). We 

have learned that many conservative Malays still regard virginity as a woman and her family’s 

honour (Ong, 1995). The rise of scientific and clinical knowledge on female anatomy 

deconstructs this traditional notion, criticising reverence to such idea as backward. Like her 

father, Razlan manipulates her situation and uses her sexuality to gain control over her body. 

He starts to physically attack her by “throwing slaps and punches around” (p. 21).  

The incident forces the protagonist to transform once again and to change her 

personality altogether. This is another moment of metamorphosis for the protagonist. Suddenly, 

from a “shy, timid girl” (p. 23) who bears her sufferings in hope of a certain compensation, she 

takes charge of her fate, calling it a “duty” and changes her situation from being a prey to a 

hunter (pp. 23-24).  

“All I remember was the anger boiling inside, then a certain sense of 

calm as I separated that blunt-ended organ from the rest of his body 

with a knife. Even as I sat on the bed, his mutilated body lying on the 
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floor beside me in his pool of blood, I remember being eerily calm” (p. 

23).  

Gender hierarchy and the struggle for control: The protagonist leaves Razlan with no shred 

of his masculinity as she cuts off his “erectile piece of meat… from the rest of his body with 

her knife” (p. 23). Without his genitals, Razlan can no longer function like a normal man. She 

applies reverse sexism when she calls Razlan’s genital “piece of meat” to reclaim her sexuality 

(p.23). Finally, she turns into a sexual predator “who lived by animal instinct” and huntsmen 

using her sexual appeal (p. 23). This time, she takes control of her sexuality instead of leaving 

it to others to control it. Without the knowledge of human sexual anatomy, the protagonist 

decides that the male sexual genital (“erectile piece of meat”) is the force of men’s evil. Hence, 

she undertakes the “duty” of cleansing the city from them so that “its women shall live till their 

dying breath in peace, knowing they will be safe forever” (pp. 23-24). She claims to have found 

her purpose in life, and that is to become her own “knight in shining armor” (p. 23).   

To fully complete her transformation, the protagonist undertakes a reversed role and 

assumes the role of men. Traditionally, hunting activity is often attributed to men. When she 

assumes the hunter’s role (p. 23), she undeniably shatters gender binary positions  that is 

normally accepted in Malay culture. She inverts the Malay’s conception of “Nafsu” (women 

are more passionate) and Aqal (men are more reasonable). “I wasn’t here to be driven by 

emotion. I had a clear mind” (p. 24). On top of that, the protagonist places herself above men 

when she claims to teach men “a lesson” (p. 23). In the end, the protagonist rejects the view 

that women lack creative and reasoning faculties and reimagines modern Malay women in 

popular fiction, and destroys the stereotypes of women characters as “damsels in distress”. 

2. The Runner (2015) by Adib Zaini 
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Synopsis: Similar to the protagonist in Savages (2015), the main character in The 

Runner (2015) is not given a name thus making her gender, ethnicity, and religion ambiguous. 

The young girl in this short story struggles to accept her external image as it contradicts what 

she internally feels.  As the story progresses, her gender, ethnic and religious identities are 

gradually revealed. The protagonist also uses first-person voice to achieve credibility in her 

account. Appearance-wise, the protagonist does not conform to the standard code of conduct 

expected from a Malay woman as we discover her smoking at the beginning of the story. Her 

father, who is a self-conscious “imam of the local mosque”, abhors her daughter’s masculine 

“unladylike” and “unMuslimlike” behaviour. He sanctions her by cutting her school allowance.  

His decision forces her to find a part-time job to support herself. The part-time job at the internet 

café introduces her to the narcotic world. Her colleague who pushes drugs to earn money tempts 

her to join him by promising her good money. At the internet café, she meets different people, 

including the owner’s “black sheep” brother who promises to buy drugs from her one night but 

rapes her instead. Similar to Savages (2015), the young girl takes revenge and waits for the 

perfect time before she “severed” her abuser’s sexual  genital. However, unlike the protagonist 

in Savages (2015) who remains in the city and becomes an antihero, she runs away from her 

town and leaves no trace. 

Social criticism: The Runner (2015) is a commentary on social problems among the urban, 

lower-middle-class Malay families or the urban poor. The short story not only speaks about 

sexual violence but more importantly, it comments on heavy social issues such as moral 

collapse under the influence of drugs, the struggle of a Malay Muslim with nonbinary gender 

identity (confused gender identity), gender inequality, and religious hypocrisy. The title of this 

short story is a reference to an act of “running away” from home. The story reveals how women 

often carry heavier responsibilities to preserve their chastity because her family’s honor 

depends on hers.  The story demonstrates how a man who commits sexual offenses can get 
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away from being sanctioned by his society mainly because of his gender, while it is difficult 

for a Malay woman to escape the imposing of double standards of sexual morality between 

Malay men and women. According to Ong (1995), “The Islamic emphasis on female chastity 

imposed more rigorous restrictions on unmarried women (called anak dara, or virgins) than on 

unmarried youths, although promiscuity on either sex was criticized. Young girls were required 

to be bashful and modest” (p. 166). The Runner (2015) begins when the protagonist is caught 

smoking cigarettes “behind [her school’s] chemistry lab” (p. 15). The school teacher calls the 

protagonist’s father to report the incident and consequently, this pushes her father’s patience to 

the limit.  

Appearance versus Reality: As an “imam of the local mosque”, he is embarrassed by his 

daughter’s “unladylike” and “unMuslimlike” behaviour (p. 15). Imam is an Arabic word 

meaning “leader”. In Islam, an Imam performs many different roles set in the Quran on religious 

duties as a learned man of the religion. He can teach the Quran, lead prayers, mediates 

counseling based on shariah law (Islamic law), and many other responsibilities attached to his 

role as a model Muslim. In Malaysia, an Imam refers to a Muslim man, who leads congregations 

in Muslim prayer, whether in public such as in front of the Kaabah for Muslim pilgrimages or 

in private to refer to a male guardian (male relatives) who leads a family’s prayer. In a typical 

neighbourhood mosque, an Imam is selected by his community whereby his name is then 

submitted to the religious authority, whose list of criteria needs to be first fulfilled, for his 

formal appointment. His appointment is then decided by the Islamic authority depending on his 

reputation and credibility. Besides leading prayers, an imam is also responsible for overseeing 

any types of religious activities conducted within the mosque's compound. In general, an imam 

is a high and respectable position in the Muslim community. As a leader, his actions are 

constantly under the scrutiny of public as he is expected to set moral examples by which his 

community must follow.  
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After finding out that his daughter smokes a cigarette at school, her father punishes her 

with “a few strokes” of caning to discipline her (p. 15). The imam deems it necessary to impose 

such repercussion, to discipline his daughter into behaving femininely. Ong (1995) adds, in 

traditional Malay society, “Islamic law defined a man’s identity in terms of his ability to prepare 

his sons for independent householding, to control the sexuality of his wife and daughters, and 

to provide all economic support for his household” (p. 167). If he is seen as unable to discipline 

his own family, the community judges him to be unbefitting of this role. It explains why the 

imam accuses her of bringing “shame to his name” when she misbehaves (p. 15). The 

protagonist thinks that her father does not punish her solely for her action, instead, he is more 

concerned that his position as an imam at the local mosque would be tarnished. This is because 

her father does not treat her brother and her equally. According to the protagonist,  her father 

never punished her “heavy metallist brother… All he had to do was follow my father to the 

mosque daily for Maghrib” (p. 16). She also notes that “the old man never noticed me- not 

unless his so-called reputation was at stake” (p. 19). As a severe punishment, he refuses to give 

her school allowance and forces her to find other means to support herself.   

Against gender-conforming tradition: Instead of reacting emotionally and accepting her fate 

blindly, the 15-year-old female protagonist plans out for an alternative source of allowance . 

Only the internet café accepts her application because she is willing to work on a “graveyard 

shift” (p. 17). It is uncommon in the Malay community for young girls to work at an internet 

café especially on late-night shifts. Besides their safety, there is also a social stigma attached to 

young girls and her family who allows her to go out at night. In the story, the protagonist’s 

father does not pay heed to these social stigmas because he “already considered [her] a lost 

cause” (p. 19). Her father has given up hopes in her.  

The protagonist struggles to be accepted by her father. As the protagonist in Savages 

(2015), she does not have a close and healthy relationship with her father. Both father and 
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daughter detached themselves from each other. Without control, her father has no authority 

over her. Hence why the protagonist is free to choose where she works and at what time.  At 

her workplace, she meets two other significant characters, Fazrol and Mike, who later change 

her forever (p. 17). Mike introduces her to the world of narcotics (heroin, crystal meth, and 

ecstasy) and suggests that the protagonist sells drugs to get “extra cash” (p. 18). The protagonist 

does not take heed to Mike’s suggestion until she realises her job at the internet café pays little. 

She “needed more” (p. 21). Her desperation for higher amount of allowance pressures her to 

reconsider Mike’s invitation, and finally she agrees to become a drug dealer.  

The protagonist does not conform to the traditional image of a “good” Malay Muslim 

woman. She defies all the gender expectations disciplined in her by her father and her social 

system (education, religion). She is inclined towards expressing masculine identity as we see 

her smoking and working at an internet café, both of which are, in the Malaysian context, 

associated with masculine activities. She also works at night and returns late when most girls 

her age are already at home observing curfews as is the custom in Malaysia. The Malay Muslim 

society frowns upon seeing young women coming home late at night. A woman who does so is 

deemed liar (wild). Besides, internet cafés are regarded as male domains, similarly to traditional 

warung (coffee shops) (Peletz, 1995). When the concept of internet cafes was first introduced 

in the early 2000s, it became a popular place for internet users to meet. However, when more 

families can own computers with access to internet at home, internet cafés changed their 

concept to gaming arcades that are mostly frequented by young males. These young males are 

nicknamed as budak rempit (motor bike boys). 

Rempit is taken from the term mat rempit. The word mat is short for “Ahmad” to refer 

to Malay boys while rempit means “speeding”. Together, mat rempit is a term used to refer to 

Malay ghetto boys who are involved in illegal motorcycle racing on public roads and highways 

especially after midnight. Nowadays, the term is used as a derogatory expression to refer to 
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male delinquents. The opposite of mat is minah which is short for “Aminah” to refer to Malay 

girls. Girls who are involved with mat rempit are either called minah rempit or bohsia, which 

respectively are derogatory terms to refer to wild and sexually promiscuous girls. The media 

use these expressions to refer to problematic teenagers who rebel against the dominant values. 

They are usually blamed for creating problems in society or finger-pointed as both the source 

and product of social problems.  

In an article published in Dewan Masyarakat, mat rempit and bohsia are associated with 

delinquent behaviours such as running away from home (lari dari rumah), committing sexually 

promiscuous behaviours, and dealing with drugs. Between mat rempit and bohsia, bohsia is 

associated with sexual misconduct such as pre-marital sex and teenage pregnancies. To be seen 

mixing with this group would be raising eyebrows. In the Malay community, whenever young 

delinquents are caught for their crimes, the common exclamations among elder members would 

be “anak siapalah tu?” [Who are their parents?] suggesting that they are reprimanding the 

parents too for allowing their children to involve with bad companies, hence explaining why 

the protagonist’s father is embarrassed by her.  

There are other instances where she acts boyish, such as when she kicks Mike’s 

backpack to protest his reluctance to teach her about drug types. She also carries a pocket knife 

for self-defence. She later uses the same pocket knife to defend herself when Fazrol and his 

friends rape her. She also speaks in masculine language, calling Mike “dude” and “bro” to close 

the gap between them and to establish themselves as equals (p. 28). Cameron and Kulick (2003) 

explain this linguistics behaviour as a process of gender integration, “Language is an important 

resource in this enterprise; we exploit ways of talking which are associated with particular roles 

and stances, and which are “culturally coded as gendered”” (p. 57).  
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The protagonist’s masculine behaviours are deeply rooted in her upbringing. Coming 

from a family that favours their male members, the protagonist believes that she can win  her 

father’s approval if she acts like a boy. She observes how her brother gets away from 

punishments by merely having male genitals, therefore she sees an advantage in assuming the 

roles of the opposite gender. The protagonist also lacks the presence of a mother figure to 

discuss her gender and sexuality. One obvious example of their father’s unequal treatment is 

when his brother escapes their father’s punishments for smoking marijuana and having sexual 

relationships with prostitutes (pp. 27-28). The protagonist suffers low self-esteem and this 

condition forces her to act tough in school to avoid being bullied and she has to act tougher 

(manly) at her workplace to earn respect from her co-workers and clients. The protagonist 

adopts masculine identity as a defence mechanism in a patriarchal system in which she lives in, 

that is biased toward women. 

Gender-biased: 

“Ketidakadilan gender dibentuk oleh system patriarki, sistem yang 

menempatkan laki-laki pada posisi superior dan perempuan inferior. 

Karena sistem ini, superioritas laki-laki dan inferioritas perempuan 

dalam masyarakat menjadi hal yang dianggap lumrah padahal sistem 

ini telah melahirkan ketidakadilan bahkan merugikan kaum 

perempuan. Fakih (2008: 12-13) mengungkapkan bahawa 

ketidakadilan gender termanifestasikan dalam pelbagai bentuk 

ketidakadilan, yakni: marginalisasi atau proses pemiskinan ekonomi, 

subordinasi atau anggapan tidak penting dalam keputusan politik, 

pembentukan stereotipe atau melalui pelabelan negatif, kekerasan 

(violence), beban kerja lebih panjang dan lebih banyak, serta 

sosialisasi ideologi nilai peran gender” (Rahmi, 2015, p. 301). 
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[Gender inequality is formed by the patriarchal system that places men 

in a superior position while women the inferior. Because of this system, 

male superiority and female inferiority in society become a norm, when 

in fact, this system creates injustice and thus, a disadvantage for 

women. Fakih (2008: 12-12) describes that gender inequity is 

manifested in various forms of injustice which marginalise or the 

process of economic impoverishment, subordination or dismissing 

political stance, stereotyping or through negative labelling, violence, 

longer or bigger workload, as well as the socialisation of gender role 

values ideologies] (Author’s translation). 

Her struggle to identify with her female gender identity is further complicated by her 

employer’s sexist brother named Fazrol, who has no respect for women. He only sees them as 

sexual objects that he can play with. Now and then, Fazrol makes sexual comments on the 

protagonist and harasses her by giving lewd comments such as “nice boobs”, or “catcalls” her 

and “put his feet onto [her] lap”. He disrespects her by “blatantly hitting on [her], asking [her] 

out and suggesting that [she goes] home with him since he lived by himself” (pp. 20-21). The 

protagonist only puts up with him because she does not want to lose her job. The night Fazrol 

is supposed to “help” the protagonist buys all her “merchandise”, he brings three of his friends 

to gang-rape her.  

“I unzipped the backpack and asked them how much they 

wanted. Fazrol said he wanted all. 

I raised an eyebrow, curious if he had enough money- then I 

realized something. They had barred the front door. I was 

trapped inside a dark shop with four guys. 
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Fazrol had a smile. I warned him to back off. The four of them 

started taunting and surrounding me slowly. I took out my 

pocket knife and started slashing wildly around me. 

They were not intimidated. In fact, they were laughing. 

I slashed towards Fazrol when he feigned an attack. One of his 

bastard crew grabbed my knife-wielding hand from behind. 

It took only half a second before another one grabbed my other 

arm. 

I tried to fight back but there was no way to overpower them. I 

kicked around wildly until Fazrol gave me a backhanded slap 

that stung all across my head. 

They started laughing and groping me as I cried, begging them 

to let me go. Fazrol took out his mobile phone and hit the record 

button. One of them started singing Nirvana’s Polly with badly 

pronounced English. 

They forcibly undressed me and then took turns with me. Every 

single second of their violations was recorded on Fazrol’s 

mobile phone (p. 31).  

On the surface, the gang rape is construed as a penalty for the protagonist because of 

her not conforming to socially acceptable feminine roles. If the protagonist were to be in a 

mainstream Malay romance novel, women like her “do not have a place in either kind of 

romance novel. They die or get abused” (Ruzy Suliza and Shahizah, 2010, p. 76). Ruzy Suliza 

and Shahizah note, antagonist characters such as Sophie and Nida in Pesona Kasih Riana 
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(2005) are presented as “alcoholic and a smoker, is lazy and undisciplined” (Ruzy Suliza and 

Shahizah, 2010, p. 76). Both characters receive awful endings; the first one commits suicide 

and the second one suffers domestic abuse. From a conservative stand point, readers would 

blame the protagonist for her fate and accuse her of inviting those crimes on herself for not 

behaving femininely as expected by her society’s standard. They would argue that she 

deliberately makes wrong choices. After the incident, the protagonist despises her biology even 

more. She “cleans herself and shaves her head” and if she could, she would “shed her skin too” 

(p. 32). At the end of this tragedy, we observe a young Malay woman who becomes weak and 

helpless. The protagonist adds, “my tears dried up. The stench of sperm, sweat, and blood 

pierced my nose. My face started to swell. My arms were shaking. My legs were numb. My 

body was bruised, battered and I was helpless” (p. 32). She begins to hate her body more and 

even develops suicidal thoughts. 

Fighting for sexual agency: The moment we think that she will end up having the same fate 

as Sophia and Nida, the protagonist decides “to get even” (p. 33). Driven by pain, the 

protagonist realises that letting her attackers free is only denying her the right to live in peace 

(p. 33). As if rising from the dead she finally accepts her body and with that acceptance, she 

reclaims her sexual agency. With the desire to live, she decides to take revenge on Fazrol and 

his gang. The protagonist shows that self-acceptance must come from within. No one else 

knows about the incident, including her father and brother. Her character offers an alternative 

image to a submissive woman commonly portrayed in Malay popular fiction who accepts  her 

fate, instead she learns to use her sexuality to reclaim her place in society, 

“I stroked his penis, making it hard. Then I brandished my pocket 

knife. From the pleading look in his eyes, I guessed he knew what was 

coming next. 
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I severed Lil’ Fazrol. His scream of agony couldn’t be heard by anyone. 

Once he settled down, I removed my helmet. 

“One hour,” I said. “You tortured me for one hour. We still have 55 

minutes left.” 

I showed him hell” (pp. 36-37). 

The male genital is seen as a symbol of male power. By cutting off Fazrol’s sexual genital, the 

protagonist emasculates his maleness and reclaims her sexual agency.   

Concluding remarks 

After analysing the two short stories with female bodies at the centre of narrations, I 

discover how similar the two female characters are. Both nameless characters come from 

Malay, Muslim, financially struggling families and are connected to the city of Kuala Lumpur 

(resides or migrates to). Similarly, they both experience some form of t rauma, be it sexual 

abuse, mistreatment based on their gender, financial struggle, sexism, being lied to by their 

most trusted people to the point that both of them decide that only vengeance and cruelty as the 

only way to avenge themselves. Both characters were merely two innocent women, desperate 

to be accepted by their family and society but were rejected. 

Their only “realities” are governed by two competing forces, good versus bad, old 

versus new, male versus female. There are no in-betweens. Hence ambiguousness and 

moderation are two concepts difficult for our female protagonists to comprehend. This 

explanation suffices their decisions to use violence to solve their problems. Both protagonists 

are not submissive characters who accept their tragic fate with “patience” and “selflessness”, 

two qualities that are generally expected from a “grateful” Muslim woman expressed in Malay 

fiction. Instead, they reclaim their body and sexual autonomy to fight against their assaulters.  
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Externally, we can appreciate the social commentaries on contemporary Malaysian 

issues around the period these two short stories were published. They bring attention to urban 

problems that are often swept under the rug. Certainly, the images of women in the stories are 

their authors’ observations of their society. The two female protagonists represent alternative 

images of modern Malay women to the mainstream ones prevailing in Malay fiction. Most 

importantly, these short stories affirm that progressive values (modern) can alter traditional 

values and norms pertaining to gender and sexuality. “Neutral” or “normal” is not a fixed 

concept. They can be altered by changing certain variables such as economic status and 

knowledge.   
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5. UNMANLY MEN 

Contesting archetypal Malay-male sexuality in MPFE 

This chapter discusses the official and practical features of Malay masculinity, 

examined in Peletz’s essay “Contrasting Representations of Masculinity in a Malay Society” 

(1995) and book Reason and Passion (1996) through the two short stories titled Dick (2015) by 

Hasrul Rizwan and Playtime (2015) by Arif Zulkifli. I show how the male characters in the two 

short stories problematise male gender and sexuality ideals set in the Malay society by inverting 

the official (hegemonic) features of masculinity to negotiate their unofficial (daily/common) 

masculine features. Through his study on the Malay society in Negeri Sembilan, Peletz (1995) 

discovers that dominant discourse on Malay gender and sexuality reveres “official masculinity” 

and silences “practical” masculinity even though the latter is a significant marker of men’s 

sexual identity. I illustrate how “official/hegemonic features” of Malay gender and sexuality 

are not salient, instead they are negotiable by many “fissures [and] contradictions” but often 

these “fissures” and “contradictions” (p. 259) are silenced by the official discourse as later 

demonstrated in Dick (2015) and Playtime (2015). Both protagonists in the stories illustrate 

alternative representations of Malay masculinity, “many features of which constitute an 

explicitly subversive challenge to (inversion of) the official discourse” (Peletz, 1996, p. 257). 

Towards the end of this chapter, I reveal the consequences on the male characters who apply 

this strategy on their gender and sexual identity as illustrated by the authors in the two selected 

short stories. 

To problematise the official discourse on male sexuality, this chapter examines three 

major points on Malay gender, masculinity, and sexuality highlighted in the selected texts. 

Firstly, the authors establish that Malay masculine values are imagined through “the New Malay 

identity” by the State which has taken its inspiration from Islamic values and Malay adat 

(custom practices). Even though Noritah and Washima’s (2009) paper only considers female 



GENDER AND SEXUALITY IN CONTEMPORARY MPFE 126 

bodies in literature to “understand and interpret” gender system imagined by “a national 

“Islamic identity” and an imagined “Bangsa Malaysia”” (p. 46), the study can be applied to 

consider male bodies since both gender identities (male and female) are constructed by the same 

social system (Malay). In Malay society, feminine and masculine qualities are often juxtaposed. 

Some qualities that are contrasted are strong (masculine) as opposed to weak (feminine), 

reasonable (masculine) as opposed to emotional (feminine), and confident (masculine) as 

opposed to demure (feminine). The reason for this is to emphasise the need for men and women 

to work together as a team that complements each other. Besides religion and adat, politics 

shape national identity through its imagined “New Identity” that becomes the social code of 

conduct or markers of the Malay’s current identity (gender and sexual identities included).  

Secondly, against this standardised gendering system, the authors develop characters 

with their individual interpretations of this national identity and act upon their interpretations. 

In doing so, they challenge the dominant values. While the dominant discourse regulates how 

a man should act upon their sexuality based on their social statuses (mainly marital, religious 

affiliation, and ethnicity), the characters and groups in the selected stories negotiate such 

regulations based on other factors too such as age, economic status, and education background.  

Thirdly, masculinity is interpreted as a power, where a Malay man uses his masculinity 

to assert control over their female partners’ sexuality. Indeed, authors Hasrul Rizwan and Arif 

Zulkifli use their male characters in both Dick (2015) and Playtime (2015) to problematise the 

conventional view of “single and imitable” Malay masculinity in mainstream literature to 

illustrate what Peletz (1995) explains as “a good number of inconsistencies, paradoxes and 

contradictions” in the way that Malay men conveniently switch between official and practical 

sexuality as they are confronted with different degrees of social and cultural contexts” (p. 82). 
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“Official Masculinity versus Practical Masculinity” 

Based on Peletz's (1996) observations on the Malay people of Negeri Sembilan34, the 

anthropologist claims that there are official and practical representations of masculinity, neither 

of which are domineering but are dependent on its function (p. 81). Official masculinity is 

practised in official settings, such as religious settings, where they act as “leading actors” to 

maintain order and authority (Peletz, 1995, p. 84). This can be observed in the roles of mosque 

officials (imam) and the figures of male guardians of a woman (wali) such as grandfather, 

father, uncle, cousin, or brother (Peletz, 1995, p. 84). Official masculinity is founded in the 

Quran in which God instructs the men to protect their women,  

“Men are the caretakers of women, as men have been provisioned by 

Allah over women and tasked with supporting them financially. And 

righteous women are devoutly obedient, and, when alone, protective of 

what Allah has entrusted them with. And if you sense ill-conduct from 

your women, advise them ‘first’, ‘if they persist, do not share their beds, 

‘but if they persist’, then discipline them ‘gently’. But if they change 

their ways, do not be unjust to them. Surely Allah is Most High, All-

Great” (Quran, 4: 34, Dr. Mustafa Khattab). 

The Malay men’s social code of conduct refers heavily to this verse and other verses 

that speak of the role of men. This verse clearly outlines the archetypal image of model Malay 

man as authoritative, protective, reasonable, supportive (material and physical), and most of all, 

God-conscious.   

 
34 On the issue of reliability (“can we generalise?”), Peletz (1995) notes that, “Negeri Sembilan Malays view 
themselves as “thoroughly Malay,” and do not regard or refer to themselves as “Minangkabau(s)” or 
“Minangkabau Malay(s),” though in most contexts they do acknowledge and are generally proud of their 
Minangkabau ancestry” (p. 81). 
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Practical masculinity is practised in everyday situations where the roles are more varied, 

flexible, and consequential to the ordinary social contexts. Peletz (1995) explains that “there is, 

for example, a relative deemphasis of gender” in many activities including “in the sexual 

division of labour (which emphasizes reciprocity, complementarity, and the interchangeability 

of men and women)” (p. 81). This is relevant in the Malay Negeri Sembilan’s community where 

they practise matriarchy. For example, in the funeral of the Negeri Sembilan Malay (particularly 

in Rembau where Peletz conducted his research), the widow will return some of her late 

husband’s possessions to his family (her family-in-law) as one of the final rites to honour the 

couple’s conjugal relationship. These material possessions were brought with him when he 

entered his new bride’s house after their wedding. Possesions include “a pair of pants, a coat, a 

sleeping mat, and a pillow” (p. 85). The act of returning his possessions is a symbolic gesture 

of maintaining the Malay women’s authority and agency in “the principal exchanges in the 

formation of conjugal and affinal bonds as centering on transfers of rights over males… who 

were thus represented as trafficking in men, or rights over them” (Peletz, 1995, p. 85).  

This ritual is a great example to show that Malay masculinity is “rather [an] elusive 

enterprise” (Peletz, 1995, p. 85). It destabilises feminists’ debate in dominant discourse that 

links patriarchy to the foundation of the Malay social system. Peletz (1995) adds that 

“particularly significant as well, in many contexts villagers contend that males and females are 

fundamentally the same in terms of their temperaments, personalities, and hati (“livers”), and 

of equal status (pangkat, tariff), despite their differences, though complementary, roles” (p. 81). 

It is important to have a critical reflection on expressions of Malay masculinity in 

popular literature so that there is balance in the debates surrounding the issues of Malay gender 

and sexuality in literary discourse. Quoting Peletz (1995), the topic suffers “taken-for-granted 

syndrome” as opposed to the study on femininity not just in the Malay society but in any society 

in general (p. 79). Particularly, the existing scholarly studies on “the social and cultural 
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dimensions of maleness are often dealt with implicitly rather than explicitly. Much of 

contemporary feminist anthropology also concentrates entirely on women (as opposed to 

gender) and takes constructions of masculinity for granted” (Peletz. 1995, p. 79). Current 

studies on the conception of masculinity only emphasise the gender binary oppositions and 

repeat the narrative of patriarchy without seriously considering other myriads of masculine 

practices. For Jamaluddin (2008)  

“the debates surrounding the issues of gender are oftentimes centered 

on the ways feminists try to destabilize the conception of masculinity 

as the monolithic standard of normalcy- as conceptualized by Freud- 

and its claim for universality. The destabilization effort hinges heavily 

on the criticism of the patriarchal organization of binary oppositions, 

such as Man= Normal/Rational and Woman= Abnormal/Irrational, 

consigning women to the role of the Other” (p. 40). 

The opinion that gender and sexuality are not natural givens (biological) was put 

forward first in the modern period by a French theorist, Michel Foucault, who made his 

observations by comparing the sexual behaviours of the nineteenth and twentieth-century-

Western society (as cited in Kimak, 2013). Foucault contends that sexuality is not an instrument 

for countering the dominant culture which tries to repress it, but rather as a “transfer point for 

relations of power” (Kimak, 2013, p. 29). What he argues is that the “universal grammar” of 

“what is desirable and undesirable, legitimate and illegitimate, within a culture” is a cultural 

construct, “a result and an instrument of power’s design… and is predicated upon social class” 

(Kimak, 2013, p. 29). Nevertheless, this theory comes with its criticisms too. Postcolonialists 

call out Foucault’s theory of sexuality for its Eurocentric view because it fails to discuss other 

forms of sexuality and positions white sexuality at the centre of its conversation. In this case, 

racialised sexuality is therefore indirectly constructed as “the alterities” (Kimak, 2013, p. 29). 
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As a result of this relegation, white sexuality becomes the dominant discourse that is seen as a 

result of “empiricist, analytic, proliferating discursivity” while racialised sexuality suffers silent 

treatment and the discourse around it becomes “a product of stereotypic, symbolizing, and 

condensing discursivity” (Kimak, 2013, p. 29). In the Malay literature, “condensing discursivity 

formed when critics examined works of literature using a specific literary theory (as their voice) 

without trying to consider other theories (other voices) to give perspectives to a social 

phenomenon expressed in the texts. Hence stereotypes, labels, and stigmas such as “village 

Malay women are more ‘faithful and self-abnegating’ than urban Malay women”35, or, 

“[Malay] masculinity as an antithesis to [Malay] femininity”36 become concepts in literature 

that silent other layers of stories and voices. In Foucault’s argument, he refers to this silent 

treatment as the “deployment of silence” (JanMohamed (1992) as cited in Kimak, 2013, p. 29). 

Kimak (2013) reiterates that “this strategy is effectively deployed by the dominant discourse, 

which silences “other” sexualities and assigns them to the sphere of nonexistence” (pp. 29-30).  

In Kimak (2013), the polemic against white-racial sexuality puts forth by JanMohamed 

opens a discussion to inspect such binary division in Malay gender and sexuality discourse. It 

is a useful lens to highlight “other” forms of practical Malay masculinities that are often 

“silenced” by the formal masculinities considered archetypal. To imagine what an archetypal 

masculine Malay man in modern Malaysia is, we must learn when, why, and how this image is 

constructed in the New Malay identity introduced by the Malaysian State in the early 1990s. 

The negotiation of “unofficial” (everyday) masculine narrative in Hasrul Rizwan’s Dick 

(2015) and Amir Zulkifli’s Playtime (2015) 

Dick (2015) and Playtime (2015) demonstrate that the conception of gender “norm” is 

intangible. This is because the male characters in the stories show us that individuals can reject 

 
35 See in Izharuddin (2018, p. 59). 
36 See in Aziz (2008, p. 40). 
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or negotiate gender ideals based on their everyday interactions. As discussed in Chapter Three, 

the Malays’ masculine and feminine ideals are informed through literature37. These ideals in 

mainstream literature become the overriding values that the Malay readers exude. In modern 

mainstream literature, the “New Malay” ideals that the government constructs to engineer the 

country’s economic success, have motivated the Malays to achieve economic power for 

themselves and their community (Muhammad, 1996). This, in turn, has influenced the Malays 

to regard economic power as masculine ideals (Ong, 1996) enforced by the Quranic instruction 

mentioned above that, “Men are caretakers of women… because of the wealth they have spent”. 

Likewise, Hasrul Rizwan and Arif Zulkifli also use their fictions to represent alternative ideals 

to the dominant values attached to Malay masculinity, “many features of which constitute an 

explicitly subversive challenge to (inversion of) the official discourse”  (Peletz, 1996, p. 257). 

1. Dick (2015) by Hasrul Rizwan 

Synopsis: Dick (2015) is the only text selected for this study that is originally written 

in the Malay language and later translated to English by Rumaizah Abu Bakar. It is about the 

protagonist named Ramli who has an obsession with maintaining “stallion” strength when he 

performs his sexual obligations as a husband to his wife, Rogayah. In pursuit of fulfilling such 

obsession, Ramli encounters trappings that eventually brutally take his life.  

Crude language: To begin with, the writer’s bold choice to use the word “dick” which refers 

to the male genitals, reflects his crudity and playfulness to the subject, an act which is 

considered unusual in a literary tradition that takes pride in the art of aesthetic language and 

functionality in the dissemination of moral values38. The original Malay title is Pelir which is 

also a vulgar choice of word as opposed to the more polite word such as zakar, an Arabic word 

 
37 For example, the Quran, hadiths (records of prophetic sayings), literature, and political narratives (i.e., The New 
Malay Identity). 
38 See in Salleh (2006, p. 80). 
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with the same meaning. Even the writer himself admitted to feeling embarrassed for using 

vulgar words for the title.  

In his Facebook post published in 2015, he acknowledged that “Untuk menyebutnya 

sahaja sudah membuatkan saya malu” [I’m embarrassed to even say it out loud] in an interview 

for a university research project (Hasrul, 2015).  Using vulgar words to describe the male’s 

private part triggers conservative readers to have open conversations about private issues since 

the word is now out in the open. This is symbolic of the action of blurring the separation line 

between the public and the private sphere.  

This reference to the male sexual organ also contradicts the Malay’s custom of 

composing literature in an aesthetic manner. It contrasts the Malay literary custom which equals 

the act of stringing words with “the act of stringing pearls, flowers, beads and so on” 

(Muhammad Haji Salleh, 2006, p. 119). It is also considered offensive for conservatives, 

especially when they regard literary composition as a skill gifted from God and the composer 

“as an instrument of the divine, as a chosen human being partaking in an important function” 

(Muhammad Haji Salleh, 2006, p. 119).   

The New Malay identity: In Dick (2015), Ramli is an excellent role model according to the 

standard of modern Malay society. The protagonist successfully embodies the New Malay 

image as he is not just financially secured, he also observes his religious duties as a husband 

and a father. Ramli builds a successful business that allows him to provide for his family. Apart 

from that, his financial position also allows him to buy an expensive “black 5-series BMW”. 

Ramli also understands that it is important for his public image to appear God-conscious, which 

means abstaining from committing sexually immoral behaviours.  

However, through the omnipotent narrator, readers are aware that he is constantly 

preoccupied with sexual thoughts. In his mind, he is always thinking of ways to find sexual 
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satisfaction in his conjugal relationships with his wife, Rogayah. To mask that, he impresses 

others by spending generously on religious books that he does not read and donating money to 

a beggar he found on the street not out of his sympathy for the poor man but merely paying for 

the street performance by a begger (p. 162). He believes that donating is expected from “a well-

to-do head contractor” and not because his religion taught him to give alms to the poor out of 

sincerity (p. 162). 

The “New Malay” identity is essentially a refurbishment or a repackaging of the Malay 

identity initiated by the Malaysian State in the early 1990s. The model of this new identity was 

imagined by the fourth Prime Minister of Malaysia (Perdana Menteri Malaysia), Tun Dr. 

Mahathir Mohamad, and formally addressed to the public in 1993 through his political speeches 

and later recorded in books for circulation to the reading public (Muhammad, 1996).  

The first of which was written by the former Chief Minister of Selangor (Menteri Besar 

Selangor), Muhammad Haji Muhd. Taib39, and published with the title The New Malay (1996). 

Even though the book is far from a comprehensive booklet or reference to the model, the author 

tries to encapsulate the theoretical and practical sides of the “New Malay” identity taken from 

Tun Dr. Mahathir Mohamad’s campaign rhetoric and political speeches in the early 1990s.   

Essentially, the New Malay model was part of the Malaysian New Economic Policy 

(NEP) that strived “to remould the society and his race by political will and mean” by discarding 

some old values that can “delay” the Malays from progressing and accepting some new values 

that are considered as useful for them to become a better version of themselves (Muhammad, 

1996).  

 
39  When The New Malay (1996) was written, Yang Berbahagia Tan Sri Dato' Seri Muhammad Haji Muhd. Taib 
worked as the former Chief Minister of the Selangor state between 14 August 1986  and 14 April 1997, and 
simultaneously the Member of the Selangor State Legislative Assembly for Batang Kali from 22 April 1982 until 
29 November 1999.  
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According to the government, this was to prepare the Malays for globalisation and 

modernisation as the nation anticipates rapid transformation of economic culture from 

agricultural to industrial especially between the 1970s-1990s (Muhammad, 1996). In reality, 

with the introduction of modern infrastructure and technology to society, there was a sudden 

and increased need for reliable human capital as major catalysts to this progress. Success is 

measured in their willingness to move forward with strength and their ability to adapt to changes 

(Muhammad, 1993, p.13).  

However, according to the dakwah movement, this is a form of “western economic 

domination”, “capitalism” and “materialism” (Nagata, 1980, p. 406). Critics of “New Malay” 

model argue that it was developed as a reaction to the Islamic revival movement40 or dakwah 

(other spellings include dakwa) which was then seen as a threat of “fundamentalism” and 

“conservatism” to the secular government (Nagata, 1980). As Nagata (1980) has noted,  

“while dakwah has yet to become a political force in its own right, 

ABIM's potential alliance with PAS could bring Islam to centre stage 

in party politics in the future, both as a uniter and divider of Malays. To 

date, it does not appear as if dakwah will crystallise along lines of class, 

consciously or otherwise. In other respects, dakwah has stimulated 

challenges to traditional authority-parental, religious and political- in 

kampong, city and in the establishment generally, and has created its 

own new leaders and heroes” (p. 439). 

While there is some commendable truth to it, a detailed discussion on the political 

conflicts during the period is beyond the scope of this analysis. Nonetheless, what is interesting 

about the debate is how it highlights the competition between a model (New Malay) that 

 
40 At the time, ABIM (beginning 1970s) was at the forefront of the movement. See in Nagata (1980).   
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encourages the Malays to embrace innovative ways of expressing their faith and another model 

(Islamic revivalist) that calls upon the Malays to renew their faith in Islam and rejects those 

innovations. I argue that the clash between the two models has created a gendering system that 

emphasises a strict division of gender roles based on their externally visible genitals at birth.  

There is also an emphasis to follow dominant values attached to gender roles and 

sexuality, which are informed by tradition and Islam. Negotiations for individualistic values 

may be regarded as a counterculture which is evident in the two selected texts. Instead of a 

challenge to the dominant values, I argue that the characters within the texts are merely 

expressing alternative narratives or “everyday practices” as opposed to “official practices” of 

their gender and sexuality.  

In the government’s effort to invite the Malays to embrace the New Malay identity, 

media and literature became convenient tools to warn against the detrimental implications of 

rejecting the New Malay ideals41. Literature has always been a good example of such tools 

where the discourse on Malay identity is often created. In disseminating implications of 

rejecting the New Malay model the film Rice People / Neak Srey42 was conveniently screened 

for the Malaysian mass circa 1994, a year after the New Malay identity became “a political 

buzz word”43.  

Coincidentally, the 1983 film was re-nominated to compete in two film festivals in 1992 

(Pyongyang Third International Film Festival, North Korea) and 1999 (Forty-fourth Asia-

Pacific Film Festival, Bangkok), thus placing them under the spotlight once again. The movie 

is an adaptation of Shahnon Ahmad’s novel with the same title that was first published in 1968. 

 
41 Noritah and Washima (2009) acknowledge the dissemination of national identity by referring to “Islamic identity 
and “the objectification of Islam (and Muslims) “in cultural production through media texts and literary works” 
(pp. 139-140).  
42 A Cambodian movie directed by Rithy Pahn which was inspired by Malaysian movie titled Ranjau Sepanjang 

Jalan (1983) directed by Dato' Haji Jamil Sulong 
43 See in Muhammad (1996). 
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Its protagonist, Lahuma, is a poverty-stricken farmer who died from pricking his toes in 

poisonous thorns while manually farming his paddy field.  

His inability to acquire modern machinery to increase the productivity of his farm 

becomes political rhetoric during this period to prompt the nation to embrace technology, in 

other words, the ideals of modernity. The underlying message of the narrative is to encourage 

the Malays to regain agency over their bodies so that they can manoeuvre their fate and future.  

The dichotomy between the past, as imagined by the narrative of “Old Malay”, and the 

future, as imagined by the narrative of “New Malay”, is presented by stressing the latter's 

advantages. In the story, the body is politicised to mobilise the government’s plan. In the end, 

readers are presented with Lahuma’s decaying body, 

“A yellow liquid oozed out of every opening on his body: his anus, his 

penis, his ears, his nostrils, his mouth, and the tiny pores in his skin… 

the vapour from the yellowish liquid was wafted from the house right 

into the compound…From time-to-time Ali Ketopi pressed the belly, 

which was as big as a drum. And gradually the belly too shrank.” 

(Shahnon, 1968/1972, p. 81).  

Lahuma’s decaying body is described in this revolting manner to show the 

consequences of rejecting modern technology deliberately. The story of Lahuma and Jeha is 

used to demonstrate the solution to poverty and “peasant suffering”, which, according to Nagata 

(1980), “was seen as part of a larger Malay problem” in the 1960s-1970s. As Yahya (1971) 

notes44,  

 
44 In Azhar (2017). 
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“Lahuma dan Jeha serta petani-petani lain merupakan ekstensi dari 

kehidupan kaum tani tradisional yang melihat segala perubahan-

perubahan dan mendengar segala kemajuan-kemajuan zaman, tetapi 

masih belum bisa membuat inovasi di dalam cara hidup dan cara fikir 

mereka. Sumber dari segala-galanya ialah kemiskinan… Mereka 

berhadapan dengan keinginan-keinginan untuk hidup di hadapan. 

Hidup di samping feudalisme, kapitalisme, hipokrasi dan opportunisme 

yang berkembang biak dalam masyarakat kami” (pp. 56-57). 

[Lahuma, Jeha, and the other farmers are the extension of traditional 

farmers' lives who see all the changes and hear about all the advances 

of the times, but still have not been able to innovate their ways of life 

and thinking. The reason for this is poverty… They are confronted with 

the desire to live in the future. Living alongside feudalism, capitalism, 

hypocrisy, and opportunism that grow in our society] (Author’s 

translation). 

Masculine ideals in the Malay gendering system: According to Awang Had Salleh (1993), 

the New Malay image was true “a social engineering exercise of the highest magnitude, 

involving, as it does, the redesigning of a whole race of people” (p. xvii). In retrospect, this 

systematic construction of modern Malay identity indirectly determines how Malay men must 

behave to be accepted in his society. Concerning the Malay men’s masculinity, the New Malay 

identity imagines a Malay man who is materially and spiritually successful. In Noritah and 

Washima’s (2009) essay, they use “Malay Dream World” to refer to an ideal masculine Malay 

man that is defined by his wealth and physical (good looking and healthy) (p. 160). A New 

Malay man not only strives for economic power but at the same time carries the Malay tradition 

with him. It should be mentioned that the New Malay identity as an alternative to Islamic 
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revivalist identity does not disregard the Malay adat and tradition that is in line with Islam as 

part of its model. Other than the willingness to adapt to changes, the most important aspect that 

characterise a successful New Malay is their integrity to the religion of Islam. A New Malay 

person cherishes modern thinking and navigates their actions with Islam as the compass 

(Muhammad, 1996, p.13).  

The image of a pious person who is materially driven is an image initially difficult to 

consolidate among Scripturalists. This is because Islam teaches its followers to focus their entire 

spirituality on the rewards in the afterlife and to be modest in worldly gains. In the teachings of 

Islam, there is no ambiguity between good deeds and bad deeds. This is reflected in the 

separation between the world (bad) and the afterlife (good). In an interview with a Malay 

Muslim villager where Peletz (1995) conducted his research, he records the person’s view on 

the matter, “You want to buy clothes, buy a house, make your house all beautiful, that’s the 

same: Satan, the devil. These are worldly matters; in the Afterlife, they don’t exist” (p. 89).  

The New Malay model proposes to formulate a flexible approach to Islam, an Islam that 

is not entirely brutal to the idea of “living besides feudalism, capitalism, hypocrisy , and 

opportunism that proliferate in our society” (Yahya, 1971)45. “Redesigning” the people to 

“adapt” to the new ways implies a people that were already comfortable with their present life. 

The myth of indolence among the Malays is what is covertly suggested here. This is reminiscent 

of an Imperialistic view made on the Malay people that, “above all things, he is conservative to 

a degree… while he looks askance on all innovations, and will resist their sudden 

introduction”46. Though this chapter does not intend to dive further into Postcolonial discussion 

 
45 In Azhar, 2017, p. 91. 
46 The British officer, Frank Swettenham, discusses his opinion on the Perak Malays’ attitude on the introduction 
of modern technology in the nineteenth century Malaya. See in Swettenham (1895/2015).  
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on this bias, such opinion is necessary to discuss Ramli’s rejection of scientific knowledge on 

men’s sexual problems. 

The New Malay image entails that a successful man is not only financially successful, 

but he must also have family values. In the Malay culture, this is interpreted as fatherhood. 

Fatherhood is a form of pristine masculinity and a “bukti kejantanan”47 (proof of 

“maschismo”)48 for every Malay Muslim man, especially after he is married. In the traditional 

Malay society, a man’s proof of his “maschismo” lies in having many offsprings. It was normal 

among the traditional Malays to have many children. This culture is also founded in the 

teachings of Islam in which it is related that the Prophet Muhammad loves children, and the 

Muslims interpret his love for children in the encouragement of having many children to 

continue the Prophets’ legacy of “ummah”49.  

Therefore, a Malay man’s ability to reproduce was ultimately his undertaking of a 

religious ibadah (rituals, acts of worship). Alternately, a Malay man’s masculinity is threatened 

and ridiculed if his fertility is questionable. This is the basis of Ramli’s fear. If he cannot 

perform sexually and satisfy his wife, he will not be able to have more children even though he 

already has five of them. Regardless of his highly prestigious position in society, Ramli still 

feels inadequate as a true “jantan” (machismo) if he is unable to prove his manliness both in 

privacy (to his wife) and in public (to his society).  

A reflective method to help understand this claim is in the way the Malays view the 

roles of their women. In Peletz’s (1995) study, he identifies that the two most respectable roles 

for the Malay women in her community are the roles of mothers and wives. Indefinitely, the 

 
47 Literal meaning of “Jantan” is “Male” but it also connotes “Manly”.  

 
48 The terms are originally used in Shamsul Amri and Mohamad Fauzi (2006, p. 65).  
 
49 Arabic word meaning “community”. 
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importance of their roles as mothers and wives seems to be reduced primarily to their “roles in 

biological reproduction along with their other “natural functions”. These roles help complement 

their Male counterparts’ prestige as the latter’s reputations rely upon the female’s womanhood 

in his household (Peletz, 1995, p. 110). In other words, the burden of a woman to bear children 

does not solely affect her personhood, but it is also contingent upon her partner’s sexuality.  

While Noritah and Washima (2009) argue that the Malay gendering system is not 

religious but rather cultural, I contend that Malay knowledge on masculinity and femininity is 

within the religious (Islamic) framework. Rather than seeing gender in a hierarchy, the Malays 

see gender binary as fulfilling Islamic teachings. 

Malay Men’s sexuality: In the Malay community, a man’s sexuality is highly dependent on 

external factors such as his marital, religious affiliation, and ethnicity. A married man must not 

succumb to infidelities because this is judged as a religious offense and consequently will bring 

a man’s reputation as a “good Muslim” to question. Therefore, as an alternative, a Malay 

Muslim man can have a polygamous relationship to avoid social and religious repercussions 

against adultery.  The Qur`an allows a Muslim man to marry up to four wives at any one time 

subject to certain conditions (Quran, 4: 3).  

A man who still commits illicit sexual misbehaviours after this law has made polygamy 

permissible to him is deemed by his society as irresponsible and foolish because there is a clear 

ruling in the Quran which forbids man and woman from committing adultery, “as for male and 

female fornicators, give each of them one hundred lashes, do not let pity for them make you 

lenient in ‘enforcing’ the law of Allah if you ‘truly’ believe in Allah and the Last Day. And let 

a number of believers witness their punishment” (Quran, 24: 2, Dr. Mustafa Khattab)50. On the 

 
50 However, this shariah law is not in practiced in all Malaysian states due to legal parameters set by the Federal 

Court. See in Raihanah and Soraya (2009). 
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other hand, a husband who commits in a polygamous relationship is deemed more respectable 

than a husband who commits an extra-marital relationship.  

In an example from modern Malay literature, masculinity through sexuality is reflected 

in the character of “The Imam” in Che Husna Azhari’s short story titled Mariah (1993). In the 

short story, the Imam asserts his masculinity through his desire to take Mariah, a young and 

lustrous janda (widow), as his second wife. Mariah sells food and beverages at her stall which 

is located in their village. She is popular among the men in her village because of her physical 

beauty but most importantly, her figure is sexualised by the village men because of her status 

as a young woman who is widowed at a young age. As Ong (1995) explains her observations 

on the Malays’ view with regards to this, “because sexually experienced and not legally 

subordinated to any man, previously married women, whether widows or divorcees (called by 

the same term, janda), were considered both vulnerable and dangerous” (p. 166).  

The Imam is already married to his first wife, but they have not been blessed with 

children, and so he believes that by marrying Mariah, he can “take care” of Mariah’s wellbeing 

and impregnate her to have his progeny. In other words, the Imam wants to take the 

responsibility of “controlling” and “regulating” Mariah’s sexuality and activities on behalf of 

the village men51. In the short story, his first wife’s position is reduced to her ability to give him 

heirs. When she fails to do so, her infertility quickly becomes an excuse for the Imam to set his 

eyes on another woman. The Imam has never discussed his sexuality and deliberately puts the 

spotlight on his wife thus positioning himself superior to his wife. 

 
51 Ong (1995) explains her observation on sexual regulations among the Malay society based on her fieldwork 

study in a village in Kuala Langat, Selangor. She examines “the contradictory social effects and other 
consequences of recent developments in state policies and Islamic revivalism in Malaysia… and in understanding 
the origins and implications of the different models of Malay womanhood, family, and kinship that both u ndergird 
and infuse Malay(sian) nationalists’ discourse” (p. 159). Her observation on “the collective identity of kampung 
men” is especially useful in understanding how Malay men use their masculinity to regulate and control their 

women’s sexuality (p. 166).  
 



GENDER AND SEXUALITY IN CONTEMPORARY MPFE 142 

Traditional versus modern knowledge on sex and sexuality 

In Dick (2015), after twelve years of being married to Rogayah, Ramli now worries that 

he can no longer satisfy his wife as he used to when they were much younger. Instead of feeling 

content upon seeing his wife “smiling from ear to ear” after their intimate relationship one night, 

he only recalls other nights when he saw “the resentment on Rogayah’s face [as] his dick 

hardens just for a few moments before going soft and ejaculating in every direction” (p. 160). 

Ramli is obsessed with thoughts that “his performance was not as good as it used to be [or] his 

dick is not as big as it used to be” (p. 160).  

Ramli and Rogayah have conflicting issues with regards to their sexual lives but they 

never sit down together to discuss it. In the story, they never spoke to each other about what 

they feel about their sexual experiences hence leaving each other with their assumptions. 

Rogayah thinks that her husband is addicted to sex (p. 164) while Ramli thinks that his wife is 

the one who is obsessed with the size of his penis (p. 160). The tension between them aggravates 

after Rogayah finds herself pregnant with their fifth child. As a Muslim woman who 

understands her marriage duties to satisfy her husband’s sexual needs to receive reward from 

God (tamkin52), Rogayah’s worry comes from her fear of not being able to please her husband 

during her post-natal period. Rogayah also thinks that Ramli will find other means to please 

himself if she does not perform her duty while “in abstinence for a substantial period of time- 

maybe even as long as a hundred days” (p. 164). 

Meanwhile, Ramli’s concern is in the prospect that Rogayah might not be sexually 

satisfied with him and this, in turn, will reduce her respect towards him as the husband. As the 

 
52 Sharifi (2018) defines Tamkin as “women’s duty to satisfy their husband’s sexual needs, is part of women’s 
religious duty in marriage. Tamkin or sexual submission, which is also submission to God’s will” (pp. 47 -48). 

There are two forms of Tamkin, general and specific. General Tamkin refers to women’s recognition of his 
husband’s position as the authority in the family while specific Tamkin refers to women’s “readiness” to please 
her husband. See in Sharifi (2018).  
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narrator reveals to us, Ramli also holds a male bias against his wife that she has more sexual 

desire (led by Nafsu)53 therefore, he fears that she will resort to other means to please herself if 

he does not perform (p. 164). The prospect of Rogayah’s betrayal worries Ramli because it will 

incarcerate his masculinity as the figure of authority in the family. What this conflict reveals is 

the transmission of power in their relationship through sexuality. In other words, power in this 

household is regulated in sexuality. Rogayah’s fear of Ramli’s sexual obsession confirms the 

Malay’s perception that men regulate their power through sexuality. They control their 

women’s sexuality and use their sexuality to maintain power in the relationship.  

Ong (1995) adds, “masculinity thus depended to an important degree , though not 

entirely, on a man’s economic power and moral authority over women in his household” (pp. 

165-166). Ramli relishes his status as the man of the house. In a competition to appear macho, 

he wins by having a wife whom he can boast for giving birth to his five beautiful children. 

However, Ramli only speaks of Rogayah in terms of her role as a wife who only performs her 

sexual duties. He reduces her role to an object to please him and an object to test the strength 

of his sexual prowess (p.164). Earlier, as both of them begin to experience dissatisfaction in 

their conjugal relationships because of Ramli’s erectile dysfunctions, he denies his weakness 

and blames it on Rogayah instead. Ramli’s first move is to buy a “tightening medicine” for 

Rogayah’s vagina (p. 160). The “tightening medicine” becomes a tool of control over 

Rogayah’s sexuality. By governing her sexuality, Ramli is maintaining his authority as the 

husband. In an interview, when the author recalls the inspiration to Dick (2015), he explains 

that Ramli’s predicament is caused by his wife’s “insatiable lust for sexual pleasure”,  

“Ada sedikit cebisan memori tentang cerpen tersebut yang sebenarnya 

bersumber dari majalah yang saya baca. Batang punai yang terputus 

 
53 A stereotype against Asian and Oriental women supported by Orientalism. See in Kimak, (2013) and Ong 
(1995). 
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boleh disambung semula. That's all. Jadi terhasilah sebuah cerpen 

berkenaan seorang lelaki kaya yang mempunyai isteri yang kuat nafsu” 

(Hasrul Rizwan, 2015).  

[There is a fragment of memory on the story's inception, which actually 

found its inspiration in a magazine article that I once read. A severed 

“Batang Punai”54 (Penis) could be reconnected. That’s all. So that’s 

how the short story about a rich man who has a wife with an insatiable 

lust for sex came up] (Author’s translation). 

The stereotype of reasoned man lustful women: Based on this interview, the author claims 

that Rogayah is “a wife with an insatiable lust for sex”. However, this claim is inconsistent with 

her portrayal in the story since after examining the story, Ramli fits having “an insatiable lust 

for sex” more than Rogayah. The author’s problematic claim again echoes the Malay’s 

stereotype of Malay women having stronger “desire” while men having more “reason”. Peletz 

(1996) in his study, explains that the narrative of Malay women being more sexually active than 

Malay men found its roots in the Malay’s interpretation of Aqal (reason) and Nafsu (passion) 

55. On the one hand, Aqal means “reason” or “wisdom”; it is a human quality that differentiates 

them from animals, a quality that is applied when making any “informed judgments” and 

maintaining “good behaviour”. On the other hand, Nafsu means “passion”, “desire”, “lust”, 

“longing”, “want”; it represents the animal instinct in humans, an instinct that assists humans 

for survival.  

 
54 A polite Malay phrase used to refer to the male genital. Batang means “stick” and Punai refers to a small bird. 

The Malays also use the word burung (bird) to refer to the male sexual organ because of its shape that resembles 
the male genital. 
 
55 To read Peletz’ detailed discussion on Aqal and Nafsu in the Malay worldview, see in Peletz (1996).  
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Nafsu is not necessarily an anti-thesis to Aqal because it is an element that prompts 

humans to gather and keep properties (food, shelter, kin, descendants) to continue their lives. 

However, when a person is guided solely by Nafsu without reasoning, they will be misguided 

towards over-indulgence in pleasure and irrational behaviour (Peletz, 1995, p. 88). Yet, Peletz 

(1996) finds that “in many (but not all) Muslim communities, moreover, one finds an 

entrenched belief that “passion” is more pronounced among women (and females generally) 

than among men (males)” (p. 221). Post colonialists would argue that his claim exhibits 

orientalists’ bias that fetishizes Asian women (Ong, 1995; Kimak, 2013). This is evident in the 

way Peletz focuses the term Nafsu in women solely on the sexual drive. In reality, the Malays 

understand that Nafsu has many different shades. Particularly, there is an understanding that 

women are associated with nine Nafsu(s). These Nafsu(s) are manifested in the women’s desire 

for various material things such as jewellery, garments, apparel, beautiful house, children, and 

many others, whereas men are associated with one Nafsu and it is manifested solely in sex. 

Therefore, it might be true in what Peletz says about Malay women having more Nafsu as this 

is part of the Malay’ interpretation of Nafsu and Aqal, however, it is disputable that he explains 

it by referring only to her sexual drive.  

Regardless, by understanding that the Malay men have one Nafsu concentrating on lust 

for sexual intimacy, the Malays find it imperative to protect their women by disciplining their 

sexuality. One way to perform discipline is through the threat of punishment. Hence in the 

mainstream Malay media and literature, it is customary to oppose “good” women with “bad” 

women to exemplify this discipline. For example, Malay films often portray two types of 

women that oppose each other; on one end, we have poisonous women (racun) and on the other 

end we have women as antidotes (penawar) (Ruzy Suliza and Shahizah, 2010, p. 72). “Women 

as poison are typically shown as sexualised and materialistic. They are contrasted with women 

who are antidotes — sweet-tempered, virginal and patient, loving, supportive and sacrificing” 
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(Fuziah and Faridah, 1998 as cited in Ruzy Suliza and Shahizah, 2010, p. 72). Often in these 

stories, women engaging in transgressive behaviours “will not escape punishment, thus 

reminding the audience of the Malay-Muslim principles governing every deed” (Ruzy Suliza 

and Shahizah, 2010, p. 72). 

At the bottom of the debate between Aqal and Nafsu, Ramli’s sexual apprehension 

reveals the lack of communication about sex and sexuality education among the Malays even 

in today’s time. There is a general silence to speak about sexual matters publicly due to the 

taboos surrounding the subject. In 2011, the Malaysian authority had proposed to introduce sex 

education in schools but it was received “with resounding pessimistic views from conservatives 

that the introduction of sex education in schools could be misconstrued by students as an 

initiation to sexual activities” (Krishnan, Mohd. Lazim and Md. Yusof, 2011, p. 75).  

Modern versus traditional knowledge on sex: In Ramli’s world, men are considered as 

having higher sexual urge than women. There are many evidences in the Malay literature that 

supports this view. The classic Syair Seratus Siti discussed in Chapter Two is an example of 

how the Malays place men’s sexuality above the women’s. In contemporary Malaysian popular 

fiction in English, the portrayal of lustful men continues as we have seen in both short stories 

Savages (2015) and The Runner (2015) where the two female protagonists must guard 

themselves against sexual predators (men) who manipulate their masculinity to abuse the 

female protagonists. Sharifi’s (2018) observation on patriarchal bias in Iranian sexual culture 

is a reflection of the same bias in the Malay culture which can be explained as such,  

“The general cultural view associates male sexuality with 

uncontrollable sexual urges, and thus gives men more sexual freedom. 

In order to allow men such freedom, young girls are socialised from 

puberty to understand that men are like “wolves”; they have no control 
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over their urges and, consequently, young women’s behaviour must be 

disciplined” (p. 54). 

This excerpt further points to Ramli’s desire for a “longer” and “bigger” penis so that 

he can manage and keep his wife’s sexuality under control. These two, modern and traditional, 

views not only reproduce “an orientalist view whereby Asian women, fetishized as sexual 

objects (mothers, wives, prostitutes)” but they also reinforced the basic gender differentiation 

in the Malay community (Ong, 1995, p. 161). Hence, when Ramli is not sexually satisfied, he 

does not consider himself to be the problem. Instead, he buys Rogayah a “tightening medicine” 

to fix “her opening” (p. 160). Instead of seeking clinical advice to find out the solution to their 

problem, Ramli resorts to what he learns from his society, in this case, from product 

advertisements such as one circulated by Pengaseh. The reason to buy the “tightening medicine” 

is not to help his wife with her medical condition but it is for fulfilling his own sexual need. 

When the “tightening medicine” does not work on his wife, Ramli seeks other solutions. Again, 

he does not consult scientific doctors for help, instead, he opts for ilmu turun temurun 

(transmitted knowledge from ancestors) passed down to him verbally by a Malay vendor selling 

leech oils at Chow Kit Road56 (p. 161).  

Leech oil is an alternative medicine used to cure male impotence. It is a traditional 

procurement widely sold in Southeast Asia. In Paisal’s (2018) study on traditional medicine 

from animal sources,  

“Leeches contain protein and minerals that help with blood circulation, 

these minerals are scientifically called hirudin and hemaphilin, the main 

benefits are preventing blood clotting. Impotency is the result of 

 
56 Chow Kit Road is a popular destination among tourists but it is also locally known for its notoriousness. The 
market is divided into two separate sections, the first section situates the city’s unofficial Red-Light District and 
the second section offers its “infamous” local market famously known as just “Chow Kit” (“Chow Kit Market in 
Kuala Lumpur”, retrieved 17 May 2020). 
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coagulations in veins and blood capillaries around the male genital, 

when the leech oil is applied to the genital and is rubbed over it (several 

times), the blood around the genital will increase in size. Among the 

benefits of leech oils are: 

 (3) Expand and harden the male genitalia” (p. 14-15).  

Ramli is more confident to trust matters of his sexual concerns on a merchant who has 

no medical qualifications but is only “equipped with only a folding table and a large umbrella” 

(p. 161). The protagonist’s method of identifying the medicine’s effectiveness is by examining 

customers’ testimonies in the form of photos collected by the vendor in a file (p. 161). The 

leech oil seller claims that his alternative remedy guarantees “a 99 percent success rate” to make 

men’s “genitalia all large and long”, and the “treatment” only cost his customers less than 

Ringgit Malaysia 20 (p. 162).  

The scene at the leech oil stall represents one of the traditional and common ways that 

Malay men exchange knowledge about their sexuality. Sex “education” is transmitted in the 

form of one’s own sexual experiences through informal conversations between one man to 

another in settings such as markets, coffee shops, or other social gatherings. Ramli’s knowledge 

about his sexuality is confirmed by the seller’s “testimonies” available in “the worn file” (p. 

161). There are no clinical discussions on the physical, psychological aspects of male sex and 

sexuality or other lessons such as hygiene, diseases, family planning, or other topics pertaining 

to the human reproduction system.  

What is encouraged is “the size” of the genital. Ramli understands through their 

discussion (in whispers) that the size symbolises his fertility (p. 161). “Size” entails his 

manliness and power. Ramli does not initiate a conversation or ask any intelligent  questions 

regarding the medicine’s method of procurement or its ingredients. For Ramli, what is 
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important is the result. This is also reflected in the way Ramli defines his other successes 

through “size”. Big cars, huge houses, and large families. For a New Malay, success is 

quantifiable.  

Ramli’s decision to seek a traditional method to enhance his sexual vitality from the 

vendor who sells leech oil and not scientific method highlights once again the binary division 

between the old and the new fortified by the dissemination of the New Malay identity. 

Repeatedly, the New Malay image puts forth the narrative of old as “uncertain and confusing” 

and new as “visionary and conscious” (Muhammad, 1996, p.xvi). The Malaysian state has made 

an effort to promote many new ideas for the Malays to embrace in exchange for the old ideas 

that they thought would slow down the nation’s ambition to become a developing country. 

Ramli problematises this division when he seeks tradition to solve his sexual problems as a man 

who embodies modern values. Even though Ramli exemplifies the New Malay image; 

materialistic, highly-educated, modern, and religious, when it comes to his health, gender, and 

sexuality, he negotiates the traditional knowledge into his image to maintain his superiority.  

Sex education for the Malay Muslims in Malaysia: In general, the Malay Muslim learns 

about gender and sexuality from the Quran through Pendidikan Agama Islam (Islamic 

Education) both in Primary and Secondary schools. The syllabus relies heavily upon the Quran 

and Prophetic hadith (sayings and practices) which have unambiguous instructions about the 

gendering system and permissible sexual behaviours. “The parameters of the construction of 

gender in Islam point at aspects of the male-female relationship (polygamy, husband and wife 

relations) (Noritah and Washima, 2009, p. 156). Men and women play different roles according 

to their gender identification based on their sex. The only acceptable relationship between a 
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man and a woman is through marriage57 while any other form of illicit sexual behaviours such 

as pre-marital sex and infidelities are strictly forbidden58.  

Kursus Pra-Perkahwinan (Pre-Marriage Course) by the Malaysian Department of 

Islamic Development or JAKIM (Jabatan Kemajuan Islam Malaysia) is offered for adult 

Muslims to attain knowledge on marriage. Even so, it is a relatively new programme for the 

Malaysian Muslim community as it is only made available in 1996. Since 1996, the government 

plays a more active role in the family planning programme as part of its intervention to an 

increasing number of divorces among Malay Muslims59. Through a new rule made by JAKIM, 

every Muslim in Malaysia who is getting married for the first time is obliged to attend the pre-

marriage course as part of their preparation to build a family.  

The objective of this course is to equip Muslim couples with proper knowledge about 

their legal rights in Islamic marriage and at the same time to provide them with skills, such as 

communication and financial management, necessary to maintain a harmonious family 

relationship. There are religious and political reasons for this government initiative. At the 

bottom of this programme, Islam places critical importance on the stability of family bonds and 

units because families (through marriage) are the foundation of a society. The familial 

relationships are highly important to the Muslims that the Quran admonishes anyone who tries 

to break any type of relationship60.  

 
57 In Quran, chapter 4 (An-Nisa), verse number 1 at https://quran.com/4 
 
58 In Quran, chapter 17 (Al-Isra), verse number 32 at https://quran.com/17 
 
59 In 2018 alone, 156 marriages filed for divorce on a daily basis and one of the top reasons for separation and 
divorce is infidelity. See in Shafiyah Iqlima (2020). 

 
60 In Quran, chapter 13 (Ar-Ra’d), verse number 25 at https://quran.com/13: “As for those who break their pledge 
with Allah after it has been made binding,and cut off relationships Allah has commanded to be joined, and make 
mischief in the land, those are the ones for whom there is the curse, and for them there is the evil abode.  
 

https://quran.com/4
https://quran.com/17
https://quran.com/13
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Malaysian politics also reveals how in the past, the government manages “disciplinary 

interventions” on the family structure by redefining and regulating it according to their political 

interests. In 1970s Malaysia, such reconstitution was made to encourage young Malay women’s 

engagement in public spaces (education and industry) in the spirit of modernising the country 

(Ong, 1995). Today, similar intervention is made for a different purpose whereby the 

government’s population policies encourage Malay families to grow as part of the country’s 

effort to achieve developing-country status (Ling and Tong, 2017). Since Islamic marriage is 

the only permissible relationship to build families for the Muslim community, the majority of 

which is the Malays, this course is deemed necessary.  

However, the course does not include sex education in their lesson61. Among the 11 

topics offered in the course, none provides a clinical approach or scientific discussions on sex 

and sexuality in marriage (Nizaita, Siti Murdiah, Rahimah, Ruzaini, and Zulkifly, 2018). While 

communication between husband and wife is taught, such as the manners of approaching the 

intercourse between husbands and wives according to Islam, the lack of clinical and scientific 

sex education in this programme (such as contraception and reproduction lessons) could leave 

the participants to their means of learning about their sexual concerns in conjugal relationships.  

The lack of openly discussed sex education leads the Malay Muslim couples to find 

alternative means such as electronic media (Internet), mass media (films, television series, 

magazines, and commercials), and their peers (sharing personal experiences) to learn about sex. 

In recent studies about media usage, social researchers found that pornography becomes a 

 
61 In the latest 2013 list (third version), the topics include Akidah (Faith), Akhlak (Behaviour), Ibadah (Practices), 
Perkahwinan dan Prosedur (Marriage and Procedures), Komunikasi Suami dan Isteri (Communication Between 
Husband and Wife), Hubungan dalam Keluarga (Relationships in the Family), Pengurusan Kewangan dan Masa 
(Money and Time Management), Pengurusan Kesihatan Keluarga (Family Health Management), Pengurusan 
Tekanan (Stress) dan Konflik (Stress and Conflict Management), Perkhidmatan Runding Cara di Jabatan Agama 
Islam Negeri (Legal Advices at the Religious Department), Pembubaran Perkahwinan (Abrogation of Marriage). 

See in Nizaita, Siti Murdiah, Rahimah, Ruzaini, & Zulkifly (2018).  
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source for internet users to learn about sex (Amirul and Nooraini, 2020). Nur Qamarina and 

Hilwa (2021) report, “35 percent of individuals who browse pornographic websites are through 

their smartphones. The development of smartphones has contributed to the symptoms of 

pornography addiction that are becoming more prevalent among Malaysians” (p. 2). This trend 

is not unique to Malaysia. In Sharifi’s (2018) study on the Iranian women’s perception of their 

sexuality, she discovers that the introduction of global media prompted sub-culture education 

about sexual knowledge (pornography) among married women in Iran. Pornography is not 

exactly an educational source to learn about sex as it only focuses on fantasy and pleasure. 

Sharifi (2018) discovers that pornography does not help married couples to find satisfaction 

some marriages are destroyed because the images of female and male sexualities in 

pornography confuse them about what is “norm” in sexual activity, 

“The family consultant… spoke of new concepts- such as different “forms of sexual 

intercourse’ [indirectly referring to different sexual positions]- that have entered Iranian’s 

sexual lives, even though “the culture is not ready to accept them’. As an example, she spoke 

about a couple that became concerned they were not having enough sex because the films they 

watched indicated a higher level of sexual activity to be the norm” (p. 44). 

The fluidity of sexual “norms”: What this excerpt from Iran and the Pre-Marriage course from 

Malaysia tell us is that “norm” is not stationary but rather it is mobile. Sexual “norms” are 

shaped by external influences such as the introduction of outside culture through media or 

internally from state intervention. These influences contribute to the conflicts between 

individual understanding and the socially accepted gender norms and relations. Although 

Sharifi’s study is conducted in Iranian society, her examples are interesting since both Iran and 

Malaysia share not only Islam as the religion of their majority population, but both share similar 

reservations to discuss sex in public. In Iran, “the younger generation’s eagerness to watch 

pornography and learn more about sex and sexual pleasure highlights the shift in sexual 
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concerns” (Sharifi, 2018, p. 47) whereas in Malaysia, convenient access to the internet through 

smartphones increases users’ chance to reach pornographic materials online thus becoming 

their informal channel to sexual education (Norramazonizni and Haninah, 2016).   

In the traditional Malay mindset, women are held responsible if their marriages fail. The 

community argues that the reason for an unhappy marriage is a woman’s inability to physically 

and emotionally please her husband. “… dissatisfaction (mainly men) is considered a source of 

social problems such as divorce and infidelity” (Sharifi, 2018, p. 50). This stigma is maintained 

through local advertisements made by Malay-owned health and beauty companies whereby 

they manipulate women’s sexual insecurities to market their products. If a woman does not 

perform sexually, her sexuality can betray her and as a result, it can take away her husband in 

the form of divorce or a second (or even third and fourth) wife. For example, in an advertisement 

to sell their “jamu”62 for women’s sexual vitality, a company called Pengaseh passive-

aggressively places the burden of keeping a couple’s sexual activity stimulating on the wife. 

On one of their Instagram posts, there is a graphic poster of a woman wearing a singlet that 

reveals her cleavage below which is a caption written in Northern dialect63 which is translated 

as,  

“Amalkan Pengaseh [the product], untuk sentiasa mengekalkan 

kesegaran diri. Biar hampa segar dan bertenaga dari pagi sampai 

malam, dan dari malam sampai pagi! (ehem ehem). Barulah suami tak 

menyesal hari-hari cancel lepak mamak dengan kawan” (Minuman 

Jamu Moden, 2021). 

 
62 Traditional herbal drink for health and beauty which is very common in Southeast Asian culture. Ingredients 

include plant roots, vegetables, fruits and other exotic herbs and spices. 
 
63 The owners of Pengaseh are from Perlis, Malaysia. 
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[Drink Pengaseh to keep yourself revitalised. So that you will feel fresh 

and energized from morning till night, and from night till morning! 

(ehem ehem). That is how you keep your husband from regretting his 

regular decisions to cancel plans to hang out with his friends at the 

Mamak64] (Author’s translation). 

This type of advertisement continues to encourage Malay women to take active roles in 

sex. Indirectly, it continues to emphasise the hierarchy in Malay men and women’s sexualities. 

Women’s sexuality is continually questioned while men’s sexuality remains unquestioned. 

“binary understandings of female/male sexuality and biological differences have been used to 

normalise heterosexuality and regulate gender hierarchies” (Ortner,1972; Rich 1980 as cited in 

Sharifi, 2018).  

Malay social hierarchy and gendering system: The male protagonist in Dick (2015) 

challenges certain “standards” of masculine characters, especially characters of “greater 

rationality and self-control” expected in a Malay man (Ong, 1995, p. 165). Ramli’s character is 

constructed around this dichotomy to display alternative representation to a hegemonic 

gendering system that demands a person like him to maintain chaste and respectability in private 

and public. 

When Ramli looks at Asmah, a bookseller selling religious books at Chow Kit market, 

the first thing he notices is her outstanding physical features that make him lose his “self -

control” (p. 165). Instead of summoning his rationality, “Ramli feels strange. Something about 

the woman draws him to her… Initially, he had no intention to make a purchase; but it is as 

 
64 The word Mamak was originally used to refer to Indian Muslim descendants from Penang, Malaysia. However, 
the word Mamak in this context is a general term used to refer to low-cost eateries that sell Malay-Indian fusion 

food. As the name suggests, these eateries were originally owned by the Mamaks from Penang. These eateries are 
very popular among working and middle-class Malaysians to hang out and watch football games together. In the 
past, hanging out at Mamak was considered to be a masculine activity but its affordable food and beverages and 
friendly atmosphere gradually invites people from all walks of life to eat in and hang out. 
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though the gentle voice breezing through her lips is caressing his ears, persuading him to buy” 

(pp. 165-166). Without paying heed to his Aqal, his Nafsu moves him towards the bookstall and 

closer to Asmah. At this point, Ramli has been using the oil for several weeks and he sees and 

feels positive results. His male part finally shows some improvements, and it causes his sexual 

appetite to grow. Now that his wife is heavily pregnant and is not able to perform her sexual 

duties to him, he seeks other outlets to release “his longing [as his sexual appetite] hits its peak” 

(p. 167). 

Asmah sells Islamic books at Chow Kit market to provide for herself and her 

unemployed husband, Kasim (p. 167). It is a modest business that does not profit much but just 

enough for the married couple “to scrape by” (p. 167). This situation positions them below 

Ramli in the economic hierarchy produced by the Malays themselves following the materialistic 

New Malay values. Moreover, Asmah and Kasim have also been married for four years but 

they do not have children. This again places the couple’s social position inferior to Ramli and 

Rogayah who are blessed with five children. In Islam, children are considered rezeki 

(prosperity). Therefore the Muslims often interpret not having children or infertility as lacking 

rezeki from God. Even though God does not specify infertility as a type of punishment but 

merely a test, the Muslims themselves interpret having children to be a form of God’s reward 

for those whom God loves and blesses with rezeki. Therefore, a Muslim couple who are 

childless is taken to be struggling with the blessings from God.  

Furthermore, not only are childless couples stigmatised in the Malay Muslim 

community, husbands who let their wives work to financially support them suffer criticism from 

society because husbands are expected to support his family. In the story, Kasim is unemployed 

and he relies on her wife to support him. In Malay society, husbands like Kasim are called out 
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as biawak hidup65 (useless). Biawak hidup is defined as a living monitor lizard. It is a Malay 

parable used negatively to refer to a useless husband who does not provide for or maintains the 

wellbeing of his wife and children. This is in line with the Malay tradition where husbands hold 

the role of the head of the family.  

As the head of the family, their duties entail protection and provision for their wives and 

children. In an agricultural society such as one in the example from the novel Ranjau Sepanjang 

Jalan (1968), husbands and fathers are the owners of their petak sawah (rice field) which are 

normally inherited in the family. The man will work the petak sawah with the help of their 

family members to sow rice and then sell or eat the reap to maintain their livelihood. In the 

novel, the protagonist, Lahuma, is an exemplary husband and father who works hard to provide 

sustenance and protection from his family. Unfortunately, he is not able to provide for his 

family anymore after an accident at the rice field where he accidentally steps on a poisonous 

thorn that leads to his death. Even on his deathbed, Lahuma continues to worry for his wife and 

childrens’ future after his death. Lahuma understands that Jeha and his children depend on him 

as the pillar of the family, and his passing would possibly break the family as shown at the end 

of the novel. Therefore, Lahuma’s character is praised for his leadership in carrying his 

responsibility as the man of the house.  

In Dick (2015), Kasim is a foil character to Lahuma and is not a good example of a 

husband. Kasim’s inferior character shines Ramli’s superior qualities. These qualities attract  

Asmah to have a relationship with Ramli. Kasim’s character is similar to Abdul Fakar in the 

classic Malay novel Salina (1961) by A. Samad Said. Abdul Fakar is Salina’s partner who, 

reflecting Kasim, does not have a job and only depends on Salina to feed and clothe him. Both 

 
65 Biawak is a type of big lizard that stands as an antagonistic animal against the smart kancil (deer). It the Malay 
traditional belief system, biawak is deem as an omen and bearer of bad news. 
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Kasim and Abdul Fakar are examples of biawak hidup who leech on their female partner’s 

earnings and do not themselves contribute to their partnership’s economy.  

Malay gender roles: Salina (1961) is a work of literature worth noting here when discussing 

the gendering system in Malay literature. The book's title refers to a female character in the 

novel who is portrayed as an unfortunate woman who has to do questionable jobs to support 

herself and her partner Abdul Fakar (unmarried). Salina works almost every night as “a 

mistress” 66 at nightclubs and bars to support hers, and aside from that, her boyfriend Abdul 

Fakar’s lifestyle. Abdul Fakar, on the other hand, receives “easy money, obtained without a 

single drop of perspiration on his part” (p. 139). The Malay community in the Kampung 

Kambing knows that Abdul Fakar is a “useless” man who brings misery and causes Salina grief 

(pp. 167-168). They condemn the man for bringing misery to Salina’s life and sympathise with 

her for her unfortunate situation.  

The following excerpt is an example of how the Malays divide gender roles between 

men and women. Through Salina’s monologue, we understand that husbands and wives ideally 

contribute to two different spaces in the community. The men contribute in public spaces while 

the women contribute in private spaces. An ideal traditional Malay family expects the men to 

go out and find work to provide the materials needed for the family to survive while the women 

stay in and take care of home responsibilities. After reading Lahuma’s story we understand that 

this gender-role binary is not feasible for all social strata, however, the emulation of such ideal 

is still encouraged even in modern society. The failure of each gender to exercise their 

prescribed roles will cause “grief”, “misery,” and “empt[iness]” similar to what Salina is 

 
66 There is no direct indication of the true nature of Salina’s work. The author describes her job through 
insinuations. However, in many literary criticisms to this novel, Salina is described as a prostitut e. This is based 
on articles made about the novel based on interviews with the author. See, for example, the word “prostitute” used 
to describe her in Noor Aida & Nasihah (2015).  
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experiencing (p. 167). Upset by Abdul Fakar’s rude behaviour when she reduces his “pocket 

money”, she contemplates a life where gender role reversal is possible,  

“And just say, that she had been the husband and Abdul Fakar the wife, 

then surely every requirement of a husband had been fulfilled. She had 

bought him everything-all his food and clothes-along with as much as 

five ringgit every day, and she provided his every physical need 

unstintingly and assiduously. Did all of that not fulfil the requirements 

of a “husband’ if she were a man?” (p. 140).  

Alas, role reversal is not possible in her world and her “wishful thinking” is quickly 

reprimanded by another female figure who sets to correct her thoughts. Katijah, Salina’s 

neighbour, once again sanctions the Malay gender binary system. Katijah tries to console Salina 

after Abdul Fakar abuses the latter. Her opinion on the “many types of men” establishes the 

secondary position of women’s sexuality in comparison to men’s sexuali ty. Particularly in 

partnership and marriage, Katijah reveals her opinion on how men have the authority to make 

decisions while women have to adjust to this accordingly to keep themselves safe. 

“There are many types of men, Inah. Those who are dependable and 

those who aren’t. Some want us, they ask for our hand in marriage, 

provide for us, accept and care for us with our frailties and our 

headaches, protect the household, and love us until death. Men like that 

are scarce. If we do get one like that, it is indeed fortunate. Then there 

are the men who want us not because they really want us. They only 

want to destroy us. They want to take everything we have and when 

there’s nothing left, they abandon us; they don’t care about us. Men like 
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this are many in the world. You must choose which you want, Inah, or 

which to love” (p. 170). 

Even though women do have a choice in making their decisions, they still need to be 

subservient to the men so that their “efforts will not be in vain” (p. 170) as described in the 

following dialogue by Katijah, 

“Find a man who really and truly wants you, Inah, get married, and look 

after him devotedly, take care of his meal, take care of his clothes, care 

for his health and well-being, and love him with all your heart, Inah. He 

will never disappoint you; your efforts will not be in vain, as long as 

you look after him well, as long as you well and truly love him, Inah” 

(p. 170). 

In Dick (2015), Asmah is an independent businesswoman who works to earn her living 

while her husband depends on her. She consistently sets up her stall on Chow Kit market to 

display her religious books for sale. Even though her business does not provide much money 

for her and Kasim, she never complains about her condition or wishes otherwise for the both of 

them. Her steadfastness in religion is shown in her body image as she wears “long-hijab” to 

cover herself and also in her dedication to sell religious (Islamic) books with titles such as 

“Dosa Besar” (Major Sins) that makes her aware of sinful temptations as prescribed by her 

religion (p. 165). This explains why she is “reluctant at first” to Ramli’s initial persuasions 

towards a relationship (p. 167).  

Ramli begins his moves by visiting Asmah’s bookstall as a regular customer. In the 

beginning, he appears to be interested in the religious books that she sells and always impresses 

her at every purchase by paying more than he should. For Asmah, Ramli is an ideal man because 

he displays the positive qualities of a masculine man based on the Malay construction of 
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maleness; religious, charitable, confident, and financially stable. However, little does she know 

that Ramli displays his masculine qualities to Asmah in order to attract her attention without 

inspiring any speculations from Kasim.  

Compared to Kasim, Ramli has more advantages to win Asmah. Ramli observes her 

bookstall and makes “a rough estimate” of Asmah’s earning and he also locates Kasim in his 

calculation to come to such a conclusion (p. 165). Besides her earnings, Ramli also makes a 

mental calculation on her physical beauty even though looking at another woman is prohibited 

for him as someone who is already married (p. 165). “Ramli makes a rough estimate. The 

woman would be in her mid-twenties. Her fair features and perfect pearly teeth cause Ramli’s 

heart to beat faster. Her cheeks redden as the sun begins to heat up” (p. 165).  

Satisfied with his mental calculations, Ramli then proceeds to impress Asmah with his 

financial stability as leverage. He does this by making sure that he pays additional “donation” 

money for the price of each book he buys. Ramli knows that Asmah requires financial security 

even though she never mentions it. He observes this through Asmah’s acceptance in receiving 

the extra “donation”. Finally, Ramli’s scheme is successful as evident in Asmah’s response, 

“Ramli’s frequent visits help a lot, in terms of money” (p. 167).  

Ramli’s scheme shows how he uses his superior economic standing to coax a woman. 

This particular scene demonstrates how a Malay man’s superior economic standing can 

overcome his sexual inferiority. He can afford to “fix” his genitals, whereas Kasim continues 

to suffer from sexual inadequacy (childless). At the same time, Ramli’s genitals is showing 

improvement. This scene echoes Ong’s (1995) and Kimak’s (2013) observations on the 

relationship between sexuality and economy. According to Ong (1995) states, “Masculinity 

thus depended to an important degree, though not entirely on a man’s economic power” (p. 

165). This understanding is founded in the Islamic ruling that a woman can divorce a man in 
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Shariah court if he fails to provide for her. Therefore, by tempting Asmah with money, he 

demonstrates his masculinity. Ramli draws promises for Asmah and illustrates to her what life 

is when one does not worry about financial difficulties.  

This scene is important to the analysis as it simultaneously disputes stereotyping 

independent women, such as Asmah, as “home-wreckers”. In Malay popular literature, home-

wreckers are often ascribed to women, and these characters, more often than not, have tragic 

endings (Ruzy Suliza and Shahizah, 2010). As described by Ruzy Suliza and Shahizah, “While 

women can engage in transgressive behaviours, they will not escape punishment” (2010, p. 73).  

In Dick (2015), it is Ramli who plays the home-wrecker character because he is the one 

who breaks Asmah and Kasim’s relationships. In this story, Ramli’s character inverts the stigma 

of women as homewreckers. Ramli receives a similar fate to female home-wreckers in Malay 

popular literature. His manipulative character is chastised by the omnipotent author who 

transforms his character into an antagonistic character. Once again, the Malay’s interpretation 

of the concept of Nafsu and Aqal is tested. The author of the story breaks the image of a beautiful 

woman as a temptress, instead, the author proposes that both women and men are capable of 

such immoral behaviours.  

For the author, it is not always “the other woman’s” fault if a husband commits adultery, 

and it is also not always her fault if her husband is involved in infidelities. In this story, Rogayah 

is an obedient wife who is honest in her relationship with Ramli. Outwardly, she is an example 

of a pious Muslim woman who is devoted to please her husband, which is evident in her 

expressions of worry that she might not be able to do so during her abstinence period (post-

natal) (p. 164). To blame her for Ramli’s sexual misbehaviour would be committing slander.  

Likewise, as a married woman who works to earn her living, Asmah focuses on her 

business and builds a professional relationship with her customers, this includes keeping a 
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distance between herself and Ramli in the beginning. For a long time, she tries hard to protect 

herself from the temptations of Ramli but his determination weakens her (p. 167). Finally, she 

allows herself to accept Ramli’s invitation to “follow him after the end of business” in the guise 

of an offer for “a leisurely drive” (p. 167).  

Asmah follows Ramli in his car to “an empty lot on a hill slope” where they begin to 

touch each other (pp. 168-169). The scene of their sexual activity in the car has two functions 

to the story. Firstly, it exhibits their failure to maintain chastity as is expected of their positions 

and statuses in their society. “Ramli hugs Asmah close to him and kisses her on the lips to his 

heart’s content” (p. 168).  In a romantic story, this sensual scene signifies a beautiful union 

between two lovers who finally meet against all odds. It functions to invoke sexual pleasure 

and adds to readers’ sensual experience.  

However, their romantic rendezvous is accompanied by the sounds of “crickets and 

frogs” that do not appeal to the sensual experience. Instead, the combination creates an 

unpleasant experience to readers hence failing its purpose to invoke readers' sensual pleasures. 

It carries the second function which is to foreshadow the chaos that ensues their transgressions.  

Sex and the power struggle: Not long after, the lovers’ romantic engagement is broken off by 

the sound of Kasim’s raging motorcycle racing towards their car and “interrupts the rhythm of 

the synchronized concert” (p. 168). From inside of the car, Asmah is “no longer in her baju 

kurung. Only her hijab remains on her head” and Ramli with “his pants down and is on top of 

her” sees Kasim appears “with a parang (machete) in his hand” (p. 168). The machete is a mark 

of Kasim’s masculinity and with the device, he emasculated his opponent’s manliness to 

emphasise his own.  

The first thing he does when he finds the two of them is to destroy Ramli’s car by 

breaking its windows (p. 168). “Glass from the broken windows scatters onto the ground after 
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being hit by the parang” (p. 168). The car is Ramli’s symbol of wealth and control because it is 

the transport that manages to tempt Asmah to be with him. With the car, Ramli is able to 

persuade Asmah to give her body to him in return for a promise for “a better life”. The car is 

also a symbol of his sexuality as its interior is used to demonstrate his sexual strength to Asmah. 

By destroying Ramli’s symbol of wealth, control, sexuality, and power, Kasim regains 

his power over Ramli. However, the ultimate act of reclaiming his control and sexuality is when 

he cuts off Ramli’s penis. This scene is a reminder of the two previous short stories in Chapter 

Three, where both female protagonists cut off their victim’s penises to remove their victims’ 

powers. In a similar scene, Kasim “grabs Ramli’s genitals. Swiftly, he slices off the man’s penis 

and tosses it on his victim’s chest” (p. 169). By doing such an act, Kasim pushes Ramli to the 

bottom of the social strata.  

Kasim then turns to Asmah and aligns his anger at her. The betrayed husband is furious 

at his wife and he decides to punish her. Asmah has dishonoured his status as her husband and 

therefore Kasim believes that she must pay for it.  

“Kasim, eyes red like saga seeds, watches Asmah trying to get out of 

the car. He grabs her hijab and thrusts his long parang into her stomach. 

Asmah is wide-eyed. No sound comes out of her mouth. Kasim ends 

his wife’s life by slashing her throat and kicking her to the ground” (pp. 

168-169). 

Sexual infidelity is prohibited in Islam and the majority of Malays view this behaviour 

negatively. This attitude is presented in the author’s decision to punish both Ramli and Asmah’s 

characters brutally. Towards the end of the story, Ramli and Asmah are murdered because they 

transgress their boundaries as a married man and wife. Infidelity is abhorred that the narrator 
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describes to readers that even “the stars and the moon… are laughing at” Ramli for committing 

the act while murderers like Kasim escape.  

2. Playtime (2015) by Amir Zulkifli 

Synopsis: Playtime (2015) tells a story of a young eight-year-old boy named Amran 

who enjoys being the only child to his parents. As an only child who does not have siblings to 

play with at home, he becomes a highly sensitive child who asks many questions, from things 

he sees on television to certain Islamic rulings that he does not understand. At school, Amran 

is bullied for his chubby figure. At home, his mother taunts him for eating and slouching too 

much. Amran frequently ends up in a fight that both his parents are oblivious to. These 

incidences force him to comfort himself and he finds comfort in playing with the Barbie dolls 

that he hides under his bed. They have caused him to suffer psychological problems. 

When his mother goes back to the village to observe berpantang (traditional Malay post-

partum recovery, Amran becomes witness to his father’s adultery with another woman. He 

frequently hears them having sex at night and that makes him angry because his father “brought 

a woman into the house. And he didn’t even introduce [him to her]” (p. 196). His mother’s 

return from the village along with a small baby in her arms confuses Amran. He immediately 

decides that he does not like the baby. Amran feels that his parents do not love him when they 

decide to have the baby. Day by day, Amran becomes more violent to his possessions, including 

his collections of Barbie dolls. Finally, he channels his anger to his barbie dolls, 

“I held up the knife, and pierced Gayah’s skin, and sliced it down, 

revealing the inside of the body. It was empty. I was disappointed. 

Never mind, I took a needle and pressed it to her blu-coral eyes. I took 

another and I did the same to the other eye. Damn. Now I was bored” 

(p. 198). 
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The story ends with a chilling note when Amran brutally mutilates his baby sister’s body and 

face because earlier she would not stop crying, 

“So I took the screwdriver and grabbed it with both my hands. I stabbed 

her in the face. Stab. Stab. Stab. Her face turned grotesque. Stab. Stab. 

Mak will hate her for sure. Stab. I will be the only child they’ll love. 

Stab. Stab. Hihi” (p. 200). 

Social criticism: Playtime (2015) is a short story embedded with serious criticisms on social 

problems among urban working-class Malays. It also highlights some hypocritical religious 

practices and contests the gender binary system in contemporary Malay society. As a young 

boy, Amran struggles to adopt the gender binary system set by his society. His story shows that 

masculinity is not biologically inherent, but it is disciplined into men since young. Amran 

receives his early education on the different gender roles assigned based on sex from his parents 

at home and later formally at school. He learns about the different spaces assign to different 

gender based on his mother’s verbal sanctioning and his father’s physical examples. Amran is 

taught that a man must go out in public (to pray at the mosque) while a woman must keep her 

privacy (his mother praying at home) through his mother’s nagging below, 

“ “Amran, get up from that couch and prepare to solat67. Go! Go!” 

“But Mak (mom)…!” 

“No, but, but with me, ye. Go clean yourself up. If you don’t get clean, 

how is Allah gonna love you?” ” (Author’s translation). 

To shape his faith, his mother acts as the matriarchal voice that dictates the “right” way 

to be a man, physically and mentally. In the excerpt above, Amran’s mother becomes the agent 

 
67 Islamic prayer. 
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of the gendering system, filling in his father’s absence to teach Amran the “correct ways” of 

behaving like a man. In other words, she tries to inculcate socially accepted values in Amran 

so that the young boy will act within acceptable conducts set by his society.  

The inversion of gender roles: To cope with the lack of attention at home and the bullies at 

school, Amran develops an interest in playing with dolls. While his mother is strict in 

disciplining religious values in him, she also contradicts the hegemonic masculine values set  

by their society. Physically, the protagonist is often nagged about his weight. “She said that if 

my weight keeps increasing, no girls are gonna date me” (p.191). Amran’s mother sends a 

subliminal message to him that his sexuality is the body image that he carries. In other words, 

to sexually appeal to the opposite sex, he has to look in a certain way. Men’s insecurities with 

their weight are rarely a serious topic in Malay literature. 

On the other hand, it is common to directly or subtly body-shame women characters in 

literature who do not carry the “socially acceptable” body sizes. However, Amran’s mother 

body-shames him, thus making the young boy aware of his body’s insecurities (p. 191). At 

school, he is called “budak gemuk” (fat kid) by his schoolmates and “punched… all over his 

face” if he dares retaliate (pp. 196-197). This confuses the boy about masculine values and more 

than that, the division between private and public spaces allocated based on gender becomes 

questionable to him.  

Since his body image is bullied both in the privacy of home (private space) and in school 

compound (public space), the gender values attached to the two spaces are convoluted and 

confused. Therefore, Amran could not differentiate between the two. Moreover, he finds the 

private space provided by his bedroom to be safer because he has the control to express his 

version of masculinity and what makes him truly feel himself. Beyond this private space, his 
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masculinity cannot be fully expressed. Amran admits that he loves playing with dolls in his 

room (p. 195). 

“The way their blonde hair felt, their bright blue eyes shining in the 

sunlight, their long legs, and dresses that suited them perfectly. I just 

adored them. I had a lot of them. I gave them names, of course: Timah, 

Senah, Jenab and my favourite- Gayah. I love combing their hair, 

changing their dresses and we even had good tea-times together. I loved 

talking with them. They were very talkative, but sometimes they 

annoyed me. But it’s okay. At least I had friends” (p. 195).  

Playing with dolls is associated with femininity as players take the role of givers who 

nurture and take care of the dolls, traits which are associated with mothers. In Malay society, it 

is considered distasteful for Malay boys to play with dolls. Boys are expected to follow the 

father’s role, go out to work, or play masculine games that require them to go outside and “main 

panas” (play in the sun). This is different with Amran. The room gives him a safe space to 

explore his interests allowing him to get in touch with his sensitive nature and the dolls provide 

him a chance to assert his authority which he is deprived of in public.  

Concluding remarks 

In this chapter, we see how Malay men’s gender and sexuality are discussed in two short 

stories that are set in contemporary times. Both are written by young Malay authors who express 

these concerns in a literary tradition that is rarely interested in expressing men’s insecurities 

regarding their body, gender, and sexuality. Both Dick (2015) and Playtime (2015) show the 

competition between official and practical features of Malay masculinity in the race of 

expressions. There is a dominant gendering system that regulates the Malays’ behaviour 

according to their biological makeup. Nonetheless, the male characters in the selected short 

stories contest this system to negotiate their individualities. Through this process, the characters 
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reveal that the perception of “normative” in relation to features of masculine and feminine is 

transformative and filled with “fissures [and] contradictions” but often these “fissures” and 

“contradictions” are silenced by the official discourse. As the male protagonists strategize their 

masculinity and sexuality, they face multitudes of responses by their society which are reflected 

in both positive reinforcement and negative consequences. It is understood that the variation in 

outcomes is dependent on the existence of social agents around the characters.  

Social agents are individuals, groups, cultural and religious values that assist society in 

maintaining or rejecting “socially acceptable” behaviours or “norms”. Agents can be the people 

around the characters, it can also be in the form of the government’s vision , such as the New 

Malay identity, or even religion. Based on the analysis of the selected English fictions in this 

chapter, dominant values attributed to “acceptable” social codes of conduct in Malay society 

are acknowledged and regulated. However, they are not entirely free from challenges and 

contestations to bring alternative “everyday” images uncommon in Malay literature. Finally, an 

examination on the selected texts reveals that the process of interpreting these values among 

the Malays is allowed to a certain degree, as complete liberty is still a struggle one has to go 

through constantly to make sense of one own self.  
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6. CONCLUSION 

Giving attention to gender and sexuality in contemporary Malaysian literature was 

considered a futile work since the public discussion on sex is deemed taboo in the conservative 

Malay Muslim community. Islam prioritises sexual education in the same way it prioritises 

other values preached in the Quran, perhaps to a varying degree, but sexuality is an important 

subject in Islam. It is a huge part of the deen (faith). Excessive indulgence in lust is prohibited. 

Nafsu (lust) must be governed by Aqal (reason). In the Malay society, uncontrollable Nafsu 

(lust) is attributed to the lack of Aqal (reasoning). Hence, a person who succumbs to their Nafsu 

(lust) is looked down upon. 

There are generally two reactions from fellow writers, scholars, academicians, and the 

public when it comes to sexual fiction, acceptance, and rejection. There is little to say about 

those who accept this genre. Writers who are optimistic about this genre will continue to 

produce writings for this genre, and readers will continue to support by buying and reading 

sexual fiction. The rejection often comes from conservative Malays who do not see sexual 

fiction as literature. This rejection is also reflected in the lack of academic research on popular 

sexual fiction written in English by Malay Muslim authors. Most conservatives view sexual 

fiction as mere entertainment and not worthy of serious literary attention. Nonetheless, in the 

past ten years, the Malaysian reading market saw an increase in the number of sexual fiction in 

English by Malay Muslim authors. Alternative-independent publishers sell these books through 

their websites and social media. They are not sold in mainstream book shops. Could this trend 

hint towards an undercurrent of sexual revolution among the Malay Muslims propagated by 

Malay Muslim writers, just as the nationalist movement was propagated by Malay authors just 

seven decades ago?  

As with any revolutionary movement, the rate of its success depends on the people’s 

exposure to the cause. It is difficult to stop people from getting information on any subject in 
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this internet age. This includes sexual fiction. This study has shown how Malay Muslim authors 

approach sexuality in their texts and use their writing skills to express stories that interest them 

and their readers. Perhaps it is not a revolution? Perhaps it is only the writers’ desire to explore 

taboo subjects in the Malay Muslim culture? It is human nature to ask or to learn things that are 

prohibited. The more secretive it is, the more intriguing it becomes. Perhaps four decades are 

too long to repressed a very natural element of humans. Perhaps it is the age of the borderless 

world that exposes Malay Muslim writers of popular English fiction to alien cultures which do 

not hold the same understanding of sexual fiction as the conservative Malays in this society do? 

What is common in Malaysian popular fiction in English is they twist sexual 

experiences with dark circumstances; mutilation of sexual genitals, sexual aggression, sexual 

harassment, hedonism, sexual immoralities, and many other dark behaviours which have no 

precedent in the history of popular or mass literature in Malaysia. What could trigger this anger, 

frustration, and rage? The answer lies in its socio-political history. In a reasonably literate 

society that appreciates knowledge, literature is not only a creative endeavour taken by writers, 

but it is regarded as a highly functional space to increase awareness, disseminate values and 

unite its people for a common cause. As Hooker (2000) puts it, readers who are unfamiliar with 

Malaysian Malay literature would point out its propagandistic character. Nonetheless, as Arena 

Wati has spoken in his speech as he received Anugerah Sastera Negara in 1988, he said,  

“Literature is a question of civilization in the development of human 

life. There are three main factors that drive it, namely: 

a) KNOWLEDGE- to understand the secrets of nature 

b) PHILOSOPHY- to find the truth 

c) RELIGION-to gain confidence 
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To continue and monitor the development of this civilization, two types 

of determining forces are needed, namely: 

a) RULES- to determine justice 

b) POWER- to administer justice 

Therefore, human civilization is continually reviewed by the coherence 

or inconsistency of the three main factors above and also always 

evaluated, whether they work perfectly, or whether there is a hindrance 

in determining and implementing justice in that civilization” (pp. 352-

353). (Author’s translation) 

For the Malay society, literature is a tradition that mirrors its people, a mosaic built of 

plurality in history, people, culture, and religion. In its long history of existence, through many 

forms, Malay literary tradition experienced colonialism which inadvertently shaped them today, 

whether they like to admit it or not, segregated.  

One of the effects of British colonialism is the Malaysian literary tradition is highly 

divided by language. Following the National Language Act A930, Dewan Bahasa dan Pustaka 

Act (Amendment and Extension 1995) or the Malaysian Institute of Language and Literature, 

a department under the Ministry of Education, was established in 1956 to advocate the usage 

of Malay as the official language of the country replacing the English language (“Profile”, 

2016). This act is strengthened with the procurement of the National Language Policy 

established in 1963/64 which supported the Malay language as the national language of 

Malaysia. 

The decision to replace the imperial language with Malay or Bahasa Malaysia reiterates 

“the importance of abrogating the imperial language for restoring and revitalising the native 

cultures” (Mohammad A. Quayum, 2003). The move, according to Mohammad A. Quayum 
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(2003), “was not altogether surprising as the principle was predicated on a patriotic nationalist 

sentiment that was instrumental in resisting the imperial hegemony…” (p. 184). Malay was 

specifically chosen because it is, in the words of the former Prime Minister of Malaysia, Dr. 

Mahathir, “the language of the “dominant race” (peribumi)” (Mohammad A. Quayum, 2003, 

p.184). 

The action to position the Malay language as Malaysia's national and official language 

has inadvertently pushed English language and literature at the margin. Works of literature 

written in English or other vernacular languages are considered sectional literature and not 

national literature. Nevertheless, this marginalisation has become a blessing in disguise for 

popular English fiction. Since MPFE is not taken seriously due to its second-class status, writers 

who contribute to this genre have more freedom to explore forbidden themes, allowing them to 

freely express their thoughts and concerns with little concern towards heavy repercussions (i.e., 

censorship). At least not until their works are translated into the Malay language and receive 

wider attention. 

Malaysian popular fiction in English expresses multiple sexual concerns among the 

Malays. We are exposed to dark social issues and concerns often ignored by mainstream 

literature and media from the selected texts in this study. Taboo issues which have not found a 

place in public discussions, such as underage prostitution, sexual abuse among family members, 

rape crime in schools, infidelities among married couples, or physical insecurities among men, 

become the main subjects in MPFE. Not all sexual fiction (text with sex act) in the MPFE genre 

is purely commercial and selling sex for entertainment. In reality, these are serious social issues 

that literary scientists may probe into for an in-depth examination. 
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Suggestions for future research 

There are many other interesting aspects within the Malaysian popular fiction in English 

that are not included in this study due to the limited time and space. For future researchers with 

interest in this subject, one may want to look at queer themes within the genre by Malay Muslim 

authors. As I write this, I am sure more queer fiction is published and sold in the market. It is 

insightful to examine this development for the benefit of the field of research. A future scholar 

may also want to continue my record on the publications of MPFE by Malay Muslim authors 

with other than gender and sexuality themes. They may also want to continue the bibliography 

for the decades to come. Critics may argue that Malay Muslim authors writing in English is not 

unusual in Malaysia’s literary history but it is undoubtedly still uncommon, especially in sexual 

fiction, and as long as Malaysian Literature in English continues to be marginalised. However, 

a continuous record of the genre would be highly beneficial for Malaysian scholarship on 

literature, especially in gender and sexuality studies.  

It would also be helpful to have in-depth research on sexual fiction in contemporary 

popular fiction in the Malay language. A comparative study on sexual fiction in Malay and 

English or other Malaysian vernacular languages will positively impact this field of knowledge. 

Since this study is done in the Malaysian context, a comparative study on popular fiction in the 

English language by Malay authors in Southeast Asian countries would further benefit 

academic scholarship in this field. Southeast Asia has a rich and diverse culture, people, society, 

religion, and politics. Each country has its unique story to tell. The development of popular 

literature in different countries may tell exciting stories about their communities and their 

interests, challenges, hopes, and dreams. It is hoped that this research will reach a wide range 

of multi-disciplinary audiences, such as advanced or aspiring students, researchers, and 

academics, with interests in Malay gender, body, sex and sexuality studies specifically, and 

Southeast Asian studies generally. The main purpose of this study is to understand the subject 
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of sex in Malaysian popular fiction in English by Malay Muslim authors. My interest  has always 

been in understanding why and how Malay Muslim authors of English popular fiction approach 

a red-taped subject. In doing so, it is hoped that Malaysian literature, in general, will be more 

inclusive regardless of writers’ language choices, in the spirit of mosaic-built of plurality in 

history, people, culture, and religion.  
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