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CHALLENGING GENDER NORMS: FIVE GENDERS AMONG BUGIS IN INDONESIA

The Author, Sharyn Graham Davies was born in Tasmani Australia in 1974. She currently has a lectureship position at Auckland University of Technology where she is employed to develop the Anthropology program within the School of Social Sciences. Initially, her educational experience began as a Rotary exchange student in Ohio, USA. Excited to study French and political science, it was to her surprise that these majors were not offered at her college. She reluctantly took up the study of anthropology. It was during this time Sharyn fell in love with this portion of study, and took up a PhD scholarship at the University of Western Australia. During her PhD research, she spent over a year living in Indonesia studying the five genders among Bugis. Sharyn participated in everyday routines and life among this society. This included social events; such as weddings, festivals and spiritual possessions. She continues to return to the archipelago frequently.

The Bugis are the largest ethnic group in South Sulawesi Indonesia. Her case study explores the rich gender diversity as well as the multiple genders in this society. She documents five genders, each recognized, named and occupying a distinct status. These include transgendering females (calalai), transgendering males (calabai) and androgynous shamans (bissu). Her research explores lifestyles, behaviors, clothing, social roles, ritual roles, sexual practices and erotic desires of the five different genders. It also explores relationships of danger to biological sex and bodies, gender identity to sexuality and gender to marriage.

Oddly enough, there is no indigenous word for gender in the Bugis or Indonesian languages. The cultural construction of the Bugis society is sometimes referred to by the sexual organ or sometimes by the biological sex. This means gender is expressed in many ways other than a single word. Many factors go into constituting an individuals gendered identity in the Bugis culture. The roles people perform, the behavior people exhibit, the occupations people pursue, and the ways in which people dress, all contribute to the formation of gender roles and what gender means among Bugis.

First and foremost, the body effects gender in Bugis society. The way the family raises their children, whatever gender role feels more comfortable, and the clothing Bugis people wear all play a role in determining gender. Often times, family shun the idea of their children becoming either calalai or calabai. Nonetheless, the body is never dismissed, neither by him/herself nor by others. So when entering a mosque they pray according to their biological sex as intended. This is followed by all other members of the society. Likewise, transgendered individuals report their feelings at a young age. Yet they never believe they are caught in the wrong body. They simply believe Allah intended them to be this way. Calabai and calalai people dress opposite their gender, more often then not, according to their transgendered role. However, sometimes they dress opposite their sex and may still be attracted to their same sex.

Fate, spirit and the X factor determine gender roles in Indonesia as well. Bugis are often cited as one of the most Islamic of all peoples in the Indonesian archipelago. So, the notions of spirituality were highlighted as key constitutes of gender identity. Like mentioned above, Bugis believe their destiny is given by Allah. Bugis believe it is their fate and Gods plan if they were given the belief they are transgendered. Due to this, they fulfill and live out their life as intended, whether family approves or not. They hold true to their instincts since they believe Gods will can not be altered. The X factor is a way of expressing an unknown quality that encourages people to assume a nonnormative gender identity.

Erotic desires are a strong force in determining gender as well. Determining ones sexuality is the combination of erotic desires, whom individuals have sex with, and the roles they play in sexual encounters.

Transgendering Females


In this Indonesian society, the definition of a woman is very strict, and female born individuals who do not act like women may be seen as other than woman. These women have a low status in society and as such, it is hard for them to be accepted. Hunter, tomboi, lesbi and calahai are all terms used to describe masculine females with same-sex sexual desires. Very few women identify themselves publicly as calalai and there are powerful reasons why they do not. Calali’s subjectivity is often officially discouraged and same-sex sexual desires are commonly perceived as a type of illness, even by calalai themselves. However, in this society, there is a high level of confidence for these type of masculine females, and are often supported by their community. 

Transgendering Males

Calabai often present feminine images. Banci, bencong, wadam, walsu, and waria are all terms used to describe feminine males with same-sex sexual desires. These terms also signify males who enact a type of femininity that Bugis women do not perform. This includes wearing short skirts, feminine clothing, makeup, sculpted eyebrows and long hair.  Beauty, appearance, glamour and style are all important in calabai constructions of identity. So, taking the pill, silicone injections in hips, nose, cheeks, lips, breasts and buttocks are all ways of achieving this image. Some undergo surgeries that enhance their feminine look which they believe is more beautiful; thus increasing their chance to attract men. However, most men do not believe that their genitalia prohibit them from their sexual desires. As a result, surgical sex change is not extremely popular.

Androgynous Shamans

“Bissu” incorporate male, female, and deity elements and can be described as healers and spiritual leaders. For their female and male elements contained within the body can have no distinct features of maleness or femaleness (example: a penis). To be a true bissu, individuals must refrain from any type of sexual activity and even lustful desire of any earthly thing. Bissu cannot even expel bodily fluids such as semen or menstrual blood. There are punishments for breaking of these rules. Nonetheless, they have important roles in the Bugis society. These roles include, contacting the spiritual world, becoming possessed, healing the sick and bestowing blessings. Because of their male and female characteristics, they are powerful enough to contact the spiritual world.  To become a bissu, there are a few rites of passage. Being born intersexed, or having a calling during a dream are two examples. The training is long and hard, and candidates must be rigorous in their study of the sacred bissu instruments when learning how to become a bissu. 

Cross Culture Examination
In my opinion, calalai, calabai and bissu strongly resemble American culture. Today we see many transgendered males and females. Like the Bugis culture in Indonesia, the concept of transgender in America is not the norm. Nonetheless, it is accepted. In America we see same sex marriages, relationships, and witness sexual desires. We also witness the feelings that transgendered and gay individuals must overcome in a society where their feelings are not the norm. In the Bugis culture, they believe that Allah made them a certain way. Gays, lesbians and transgendered individuals also believe that they were born with “different” sexual desires. I believe American culture and Bugis culture regarding this situation is very much the same. 

Likewise, there are many other cultures in the world where same sex marriage is the norm. In the article, “Same sex marriage in the non-European world,” (http://www.colorq.org/Articles/article.aspx?d=2004&x=ssmarriage) the author explains, “woman-woman marriage has been documented in more than 30 African populations.” The article continues and describes how a woman-woman marriage is much like a heterosexual one in the states. The woman who pays the bride price is the “husband” and the couple may have children with the help of a sperm donor. “Formalized, socially-recognized relations between two men also exist in Africa.”  Males may marry teenage boys by paying “bridewealth” much like females. Just like American culture, the couple shares in laws. 

Other cultures and countries around the world share similarities that strongly relate to the Bugis 5 genders. At first, when reading this ethnography, the idea of 5 genders was quite striking. Nonetheless after reflecting on American culture, it became clear that these gender norms are not so far fetched!
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