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Fa‘afafine: Born a boy, but raised a girl

In Simoa, third gender
with male and female
traits not uncommon

BY JULIA O'MALLEY
Anchorage (Alaska) Daily News
ANCHORAGE, Alaska —
“What arc you?"
The question came at Tafi
~Toleafoa from a young woman
across the computer lab.

¢ People always want to know, |

“but they rarely ask out loud. Stu-
i/dents wear the question on their
ifaces the first day of class, Pro-
ifessors trip over pronouns. It's
'een that way since Tafi came
Efrom Sa (

the :ry of £
chorage.
“"Are you a boy or a girl?”

Now, one more time, Tafi had
to explain, to untangle the con-
tradiction of her long thick hair
and plump, glossy lips with the
masculine tenor of her voice and
her tall, substantial body. She had
to tell the girl that, no, she isn'ta
boy, or a girl, exactly. She's some-
thing else.

“I'm fa'afafine,” Tafi said. “That
means I have a boy's body, but 1
was raised in Sdmoa as a girl.”

Tafi could have explained that
in the islands, nobody ever asked.
She could have told the girl that
a Samoan mother with a
fa'afafine among her children is
considered lucky. Fa'afafine help
with babies and cooking, they
tend the elderly and the sick.
They are presumed to have the
best traits of both men and
women.

But the girl didn't want to
know more. She picked up her
things and left, giving Tafi one
last look over her shoulder,

NO SIMPLE BREAKDOWN

The way most Americans un-
derstand it, gender breaks down
simply: There are men and there
are women. But across Asia and
the Pacific islands, many cultures
recognize a third gender with
characteristics both male and fe-
male. In Samoa, when asonor a
daughter prefers the work and
clothes of the opposite sex, they
are called fa‘afafine, "like a

Pholos by ERIK HILL | Anchorepe (Alasks) Daly News
Tali Toleafoa is fa'afafine, which means she has a male body but lives
her life as a fernale, having been raised in Samoa as a girl. Fa'afafine
are seen as having the best qualities of both men and women.

woman” or, far less commonly,
fa‘atama, "like a man.”

Tafi has a male body, but she
lives her life as a female and asks
that pcople refer to her as “she.”
That's how she will be described
in this story.

In the islands, Tafi said, she
was more accepted, but her life
was still complicated. Many
fa‘afafine live as women, the
maleness of their bodies ignored
by those around them.

Qutside of the cities, especial-
ly in Christian families, they must

follow strict social rules binding
them to household duties.

Many families, irtluding Tafi’s,
cxpect they will remain celibate.
In a culture that prizes both its
tradition and Christianity, fa'a-
fafine are tolerated, but behavior
that hints at homosexuality is
not.

Still, many fa‘afafine, who see
themselves as women, do have
discreet relationships with men.

In her ideal world, Tafi, who
was raised as an oldest girl-child
named Alicia, wouldn't have to

Tafi Toleafoa, center right, chats with classmates Melody Allen, lefl,
Lacy Jensen, and Denny Hickerson al the Universily of Alaska

Anchorage. Toleafoa is constantly asked about her gender.

| change her body to be accepted
. here. She wouldn’t have to re-

arrange her outside to make peo-
ple accept what she is inside: a
straight woman who is attract-
ed to straight men.

CULTURAL PRESSURES

But the world isn't ideal. Since
she came to Anchorage, Talfi's
family, who loves her as she is,
has pressured her to dress like a
man. They have decided she
needs to fit in to avoid ugliness
she isn't used to.

Now, at 23, she's torn between
the expectations of her family
who accept her as an asexual
helper, and American culture
that's less accepting but offers
her what she wants most: a
chance to become physically fe-
male, to find a husband and have
a family of her own.

Tafi wasn't surprised that the
girl in the computer lab didn't
know what she was sccing.
Sometimes Tafi doesn't know
how to see herself — or her fu-
ture.

Ropeta Toleafoa knew her son
was fa‘afafine when he was 4.
Unlike his brothers, he stayed
close to her and didn't like get-
ting dirty, she said, speaking in
Samoan with her son, Taivale-
oaana “Seven" Taleafoa, trans-
lating.

“He didn't like going outside
and doing what men do," she
said.

Tafi's life wasn't like the stories
she watched on re-runs of Amer-
ican talk shows as she grew up in
Simoa. She never felt she was a
woman trapped in a man's body.
She never felt shame.

A MOTHER'S DECISION

Simoa is a tribal, communal
society, different from America
where individual desires rule.
Samoan parents hold a powerful
role and commonly influence
their children’s decisions far into
adulthood. Children don't choose
to be fa'afafine; their mothers de-
cide for them.

At 5, Tafi, a sweet, outspoken
child, began hoisting babies on

her hip, filling bottles for her
mother and helping with the dish-

es. Ropeta, a mother of eight, was
pregnant or nursing for many
years and welcomed Tafi's help.

Tafi wasn't encouraged to dress
like a girl, but she gravitated to-
ward her sisters’ clothing, playing
dress-up in private. “[ loved skirts,
short skirts to be specific,” she
said. “I always had to be pretty.”

At school, Tafi bonded with
girls and other fa‘afafine among
her classmates and teachers. By
third grade, most everyone called
her Alicia. Her younger siblings,
all girls, saw her as an oldest sis-
ter.

Tafi's father, Saunoa “Noah”
Toleafoa, is a religious man, an
elder in the Seventh-day Adven-
tist Church that missionaries
brought to the islands along with
Western ideas about gender.
Noah had fa‘afafine in his family,
but he held on longest to the idea
that Tafi would be like her older
brothers, A boy dressing as a girl
is not what God intended, he said.

He tried forcing her to change
her clothes and cut her hair like a
boy’s, but nothing worked. Tafi
couldn't be forced.

“This onc thing 1 know,"” he
said. “Tafi is different.”

‘IT FELT RIGHT’

By the time Tafi reached her
teens, the idea of an actual sex
change consumed her. Tafi found
many examples of adult fa‘afafine
around her, some of whom had
surgery. To cach other they
spoke a fa'afafine language, a
mixture of English and Samoan.
Tafi soon caught on.

“It wasn't hard to ask them,
‘Hey, how did you get boobs?' "
she said.

Out of respect for her father,
Tafi dressed "androgynous,”
wearing women's pants, a T-shirt,
and her long hair pulled into a
bun. Her one indulgence was glit-
ter.

“Lots of glitter," she said. "I
loved shiny stuff.”

Ropeta and her daughters in-
sulated Tafi from her father's dis-
approval, which gradually waned.

SEE FA'AFAFINE, A23
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For junior prom, Ropeta saved
two paychecks to buy Tafi the
material to make a pink dress.
By 2002, all the Toleafoas had
immigrated to Anchorage, fol-
lowing family connections and
the promise of better jobs. Tafi
stayed behind, her immigration
status complicated because she
was born in Western S5amoa,
which is an independent country,
different from the U.S. territory
of American Samoa. She'd grad-
uated from high school and was
working on her associate's de-

gree,

“That's when I started dressing
like a woman full-out,” she said.

In a snapshot from that period
posted on her MySpace.com site,
Tafi glows, her chest full under a
black blouse.

“It felt right,” she said. “Per-
fect."

SINGLED OUT

In 2005, on her way to An-
chorage to start at the Universi-
ty of Alaska Anchorage, Tafi took
her first step on U.S. soil in
Hawai'i, wearing platform san-
dals and short-shorts. She always
imagined Americans, with their
gay celebrities and liberal atti-
tudes, would accept her. She re-
membered RuPaul and the movie
“To Wong Foo, Thanks for
Everything, Julic Newmar,” a
drag queen comedy she'd
watched in high school.

"I thought, "OK if there's peo-
ple like that, then probably I don't
have to explain myself,' " she
said. “I didn’t know that it was
going to be like there's nobody
that dresses like that in a real
everyday life."

When she showed her pass-
port, which said she was a man,
customs officials singled her out
for two special searches. Stand-
ing in the Honolulu airport, she
felt the disapproval of strangers
for the first time.

The collapse of her expecta-
tions continued in Anchorage.

The first day of her liberal stud-
ies class, when she answered a
professor’s question, she heard
whispers. Her voice betrayed her.

“When they look at your face
and you have earrings on and
you have makeup on and you
have long hair, then automati-
cally you're supposed to have
this kind of voice,” she said. “If
you are not going to have that
voice, then you are kind of like an
alien or something.”

After her first two weeks of

school, her father sat Tafi down.
He had four fa'afafine on his
mother’s side, he said. One of
them came to America 10 years
ago, to California. People didn't
understand her there, he said. At
a party, Americans beat her and
threw her from a window. She
was killed.

“He said he's concerned about
my life and my safety,” Tafi said.
“That's why he advised me that I
should change my style to kind of
like, umm, androgynous, sort of

like professional.”

There would be no more short-
shorts or glitter. Instead, it was T-
shirts and slacks. And if her pro-
fessor asked about pronouns,
she'd go by “he.” But, even in her
toned down-outfits, Tafi seemed
feminine. Her professors strug-
gled with what to call her in class.

“Even the most inclusive peo-
ple do not know what this is,”
said her professor Ann Jache.
“They don't know how to talk
about a person that is both male

FA'AFAFINE
ORIGINS STILL
SHAKY
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Fa‘afafine: (pronounced fah-ah-
fuh-fee-nay) means "like a
woman” in Samoan, and de-
scribes a third gender, with char-
aclerislics both male and female.

Origins: There's disagreement
among anthropologists about the
origins of fa'afafline, but there's
evidence of thelr presence in Sa-
moa over at least the last century.
Some anthropalogists belleve
they were part of Samoan cullure
for much longer. Many other Pa-
cific Isl;and cullures have similar
words for a third-gender

bam male, but seen as fm

Soclal acceptance and Identifi-
catlon: Fa'afaline are generally
accepled In S&moa, but thelr so-
clal position has become more
complicated with the Introduction
of Christianity and continuing
westem influence on the islands.
Fa'afatine aren't like American
transgender people. They don't
idenlify themselves as women in
men's bodies. They are identifled
as children by mothers or other
females close lo their family, a
decision inflyenced by their be-
havior, and possibly by a lack of
girls In a family to do “women's
work.”
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and female.”

Tafi took her classmates’ judg-
ment as a challenge. A gregarious
“he,” she excelled in class, tack-
ling complicated literature, win-
ning a seat on the student senate,
making a loyal group of friends in
the school Polynesian associa-
tion,

Tafi didn't want to hide, Jache
said, she wanted to explain. Jache
and Tafi crafted a project on
fa‘afafine over the generations.
Tafi gave a presentation to her

Sexuality: Sexuality for la'alafine
is complicated. Many see them-
selves as women, and enler into
clandestine, short-term relation-
ships with men who see them-
selves as stralght. Some
fa'alafine, motivated by social
pressure and the wish for chil-
dren, leave thelr feminine identity
behind and marry women, but
many others don'l. Occasionally
they live openly with male part-
ners.

Lifestyle: Depending on where
they live and the expectalions of
their family, they express their
gender differently. In cities, some
fa'afafine live more openly, dress-
ing Nlamboyantly, performing in
American-slyle dreg shows, hav-
ing public relationships. In more
remote places, and in Christian
families, fa‘afatine are generally
expected to be more discreet,
maintaining at least a public im-
age of celibacy. Some among the
most recent generalion of
la‘afafine, which has been most
Influenced by Westemn cullure,
have begun experimenting with
physically changing their sex, lak-
Iing hormones oblained from doc-
lors or on the black market, and
in rare cases, traveling to the U.S.
or Asia for gender reassignment
surgery.

Sources: assistant prolessor Ann
Juche, University of Alaska Anchorage;
“Paradise Lost? Soclal Change and
Fa'alafine In Samoa,” by Dr. Johanna
Schmidt; "Mate Transvestism and
Cultural Change In Samoa,” by
Jeannatte Mageo: Tall Toleafoa
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class, and then to the campus,
and then to a Unitarian church.
Each time, she grew more confi-
dent.

Tafi began to see it as her job
to inform the campus about
fa'afafine.

“Iknew that they are not edu-
cated about it. They wouldn't be
mean like that if they knew. ...
Fa'afafine are all coming to Alas-
ka," she said. “If they are run-
ning into the same problems, 1
have to do something about it.”



