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Rayees Shah, a pseudonym, is a Pakistani Muslim transman, nowmarried and living in the West. He writes of the mul-
tiple planes of  existence of  his extraordinary life. 

The third dimension or Dimension Z — that most familiar of planes where I have twirled through 
much of life — that is what I want to write about. In a linear world comfortable with the notion of ex-
isting on an XY plane, my tangential existence on the Z plane has been a source of much confusion, 
dismay and fear — fortunately for me — balanced by wonderful understanding, true love and undying 
loyalties. 

My focus here will be the identities: faith, gender and socio-cultural background that I continually strug-
gle to knit together in a seamless pattern. My faith identity is the constant X variable that has been the 
fulcrum around which the Y variable of my socio-cultural identity and the Z variable of my gender 
identity have been pivoting. I chose this XYZ paradigm because it most closely resembles my yearning 
to understand the mysteries of physics or physical life as parallel to understanding the mysteries of ulti-
mate reality or spiritual life. 

I Knew I Was a Boy

My earliest memories are of my mother reminding me to speak like a girl. When I first started to talk I 
somehow preferred to speak in the male gender, because Urdu, my native language, is gender specific. 
By the time I was seven I had learnt three important lessons. In no particular order, I learnt that I was 
different because I knew with an innate certainty that I was a boy, yet could not persuade those around 
me to recognize this reality and instead suffered punishing consequences when I tried. I tried everything 
from earnest childish arguments that I could never strengthen with proof to grand tantrums when I re-
belled against wearing frilly frocks. Nothing worked! Eventually, I simply evolved into a tomboy — I  
gave up the arguments and the attempts at reasoning. I remained a girl and acted at every opportunity 
like a boy. 

At the same time, I discovered that my spirit flew into joyous ecstasy whenever I was outdoors and 
somehow understood that the muddy pools after summer rains, the smell of freshly mowed grass on the 
golf course and the singing of nightingales heralding the mango season was where God was to be 
found. Somehow the brimstone and hellfire teachings that were crammed on me from different elders 
never really scared me into submission. It was beyond belief that the God of Nature, the maker of bird 
songs and beckoning trees, could be such a hard taskmaster. Yet again I turned to pretense and mind-
lessly memorized the requisite verses of the Koran with no real understanding of what the ancient in-
terpretations meant.

Finally, I learnt to be my own best friend. Girls disdainfully excluded me from their play, daunted by my 
hyperactive, riotous nature. Boys avoided me, fearful of my angry strength. I was known for beating up 
boys twice my size for refusing to let me play soccer with them. I became familiar with the vanities of 
the female ego and the delicate pride of  the male one all too soon.

Interestingly the children of the servants — the cook, the driver, the cleaner, the gardener — did not 
enjoy this luxury of the ego. I soon discovered a ubiquitous truth: the servants’ kids would always be 
willing to include me in their daily chores and to play whatever games I taught them with gusto. Of 
course my mother would try to curtail such hobnobbing as best as she could, but the exposure was 
enough to taint my perspective of  my own privileged, elite status forever. 
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My Social Self-Reliance

This social self-reliance was probably the foundation of my later disregard for convention and my ab-
horrence of that fundamental fear: what will people think? In other words, my baby steps were taken 
with these lessons into the Z dimension, quantum leaps away from the XY planes.

This eclectic onslaught of realizations took place against a backdrop of constant travel. I was a military 
brat who got to travel the length and breadth of the country whenever dad was transferred. Schools 
changed, friends or the not-so-friendly brats changed — a constant I adjusted to easily given my com-
plete disregard for “relationship building.”

By the time I started fourth grade, I had learnt to speak Urdu with a Punjabi accent, English with an 
Urdu accent and Punjabi like a native. Yet, wherever I went I was first and foremost a “Mohajjir” an 
immigrant from India, while all the other kids in the military schools were children of the “sons of the 
soil” Punjabis, Pathans, Baluchis and some Sindhis from the four provinces of Pakistan and part of the 
pre-partition landscape of  India. 

The intersections of my multidimensional existence became ever more complicated. The Z of my gen-
der identity clashed with the XY linear world of male/female, the Z of my immigrant identity collided 
with the XY world of native/immigrant, my-multi lingual skills and ability to relate to the poor sat in-
congruously alongside the XY planes of an elite private Catholic convent where English was the only 
official school language. 

I Looked Like a Boy if I Dressed Like One

Over the next eight years, my personality was tamed and groomed by the sisters of the convent. My 
“wild spirit” was channeled “appropriately” into games and athletics and I became the school’s star ath-
lete, winning inter-school championships year after year. My wrath at the injustice of poverty, the imbal-
ance between rich and poor, found powerful release in debates and dramas and my “Bohemian” dress 
style.

In sixth grade I cajoled my mother into bringing me a pair of Western boots from one of my parents 
various foreign trips. So on my birthday, I wore my favorite denim jacket and my new boots to school; 
the one day a student was allowed to be out of uniform at school. All went well with my friends who 
were amused at my ecstasy over my new boots and loyally tried to be excited even though their confu-
sion was more than obvious: why is she so excited over a pair of boots instead of nice pointy-heeled 
patent leather shoes? 

Just my luck the headmistress of the middle school decided to take a random tour of the classrooms 
that particular day! As I was Games Captain, I had the privilege of sitting in the front row, with the re-
sult that the moment she swept into the room, she was treated to the abomination of my “get up” in all 
its glory. Sister Mary was not one given to extravagant displays of emotion, so that one sharply lifted 
eyebrow provided a swift disclosure of  the extent of  her disapproval. 

Calmly, she informed me I was to remain within the confines of the classroom for the rest of the day, 
including recess and leave only to go straight home, because she didn’t want a little boy running around 
in the all girls’ school grounds. This became a defining theme for much of my later life. Blessedly, I 
looked like a boy if  I dressed like one and I exploited this advantage to its full extent as I grew up.

Faith and Family

Faith, though central to my identity, remained the innocent bystander as my personality evolved. By the 
time I graduated from high school, it had become a token tradition of  mindlessly performing rituals 
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now and then to conform to familial religious traditions. I had begun to resent this God of my child-
hood, this God of beauty who punished me for unknown sins by condemning me to the pain and mis-
ery of female puberty. I had trusted in HIM to make me a man. Instead I was trapped and betrayed by 
my body. 

Relationships for a conflict-ridden creature like me were a complicated affair. However by the age of 
sixteen, which was anything but sweet, I had managed a long term relationship with my one and only 
girlfriend. She had come to understand my gender crisis and we had promised to marry the moment I 
figured out how to get myself  fixed!

During my angst-ridden years, my relationship with my sister had also undergone an amazing transfor-
mation, from arch nemeses to bosom beaux. So it was to her I first took my quandary. She didn’t seem 
particularly surprised and instead reassured me that I wasn’t eternally trapped since she had recently read 
an article in mom’s Woman’s Own magazine about a tennis player who had become a woman, Renee 
Richards! 

We both decided the best course of action would be to talk to mom. To my complete surprise, Mom 
was outraged. I was forbidden from meeting my girlfriend at whose unsuspecting door was laid all the 
evil in my head. My gender identity was never discussed again. Mom focused all her energies on exhorta-
tions of prayer and forgiveness; ensuring I did my share of household chores (until then my sister had 
happily picked up the slack I was all too willing to offer). 

My sister was graceful, elegant, charming; subtly introduced to eligible bachelors at family gatherings; 
served tea on trollies to my elder brother’s friends even as she was chaperoned by my vigilant brothers! 
Ours was truly a family in no man’s land! Liberal, educated, independent women — anomalies in a patri-
archal, conservative Islamic society where women by and large were uneducated, living under the veil of 
ignorance, subjected to patriarchal hegemony as third rate citizens of a third world country. Meanwhile, 
the women in my family existed in a bubble: we were part of the upper echelons of society,  enjoying 
privileges of freedom of thought and movement that left the conservatives aghast and the thinking, 
conscience-stricken liberal disgusted at the inherent hypocrisy of it all. This was the formative world of 
my dimension Z.

However, the next few years were surreal, defined by radical upheavals and wrenching pain. When I was 
eighteen, my mother passed away after a short three-month battle with leukemia. My father was left 
clueless and floundering with two single daughters. My brothers were both married by then but my sister 
and I were still finishing our education and marriage was not at the top of  our agenda. 

My First Pilgrimage to Mecca

A few months after my mother’s death, my sister and I accompanied my father on our first pilgrimage to 
Mecca to perform “Umrah.” The abbreviated version of the annual pilgrimage of Hajj, the Umrah can 
be performed year around and as many times as one might wish — unlike the Hajj, which is mandatory 
at least once in a lifetime for every Muslim. By this time my relationship with God, perfunctory and 
tenuous at the best of times, barely existed. Yet, I hoped this pilgrimage would bring some meaning to 
my life.

The inner peace I sought so fervently was nowhere to be found. Umrah did nothing to fill the emptiness 
that constantly haunted my soul and consumed the very fiber of my being with sorrow  unlike any I had 
ever experienced. Suffocating under the veil wasn’t conducive to fervent prayer either! 

I returned from the pilgrimage and shortly thereafter moved to the city of Lahore to study architecture. 
I lost myself in the bohemian artistic environment. My soul submerged, I swam blithely the murky wa-
ters of  unconventional, creative thinking, experimenting with atheist philosophies and quoting poetry
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through the night. My chequered educational background springboarded from then on with stints at 
mechanical engineering, a bachelor’s in liberal arts and an MBA in management. I traveled through East 
Asia, England and Europe, eventually arriving in the United States.

My world changed again. It began when I had the good fortune to befriend a transwoman online who 
opened up the door of a hitherto unknown transgender community, a community that soon became my 
adopted family with fellow transmen sharing my own experiences of alienation and solitude. The rich 
diversity of my transgender family astounded me with trans men and women hailing from every faith, 
every continent. 

My friendship with a Presbyterian minister enabled me to reconcile my gender identity with my faith and 
rekindle that long extinguished flame of faith by once again having conversations with God. Her coun-
seling helped me make sense of the dichotomies between my faith, my social upbringing and my gender 
in ways I had never imagined possible It launched me on a journey filled with pain and sadness, but 
blessed with self  fulfillment. 

My dad’s acceptance of my gender transition was for me supreme irony. I had not imagined a military 
man would take my revelations lightly. Yet he embraced me for who I am, thereby ensuring the rest of 
my family came also to accept me, albeit reluctantly. My father’s word was supreme law as far as my ex-
tended family was concerned but reconciliation proved too difficult  for my brothers. It has been 15 
long years since I have spoken to either of  them.

Sufism and Activism

The three dimensions of my life have expanded exponentially over the last 10 years. I have found my 
faith again — through mysticism. The acceptance of my transgender identity by my Sufi order’s leader 
was a revelation in and of itself. Ironically, a lifelong struggle with multiple identities has brought me to 
a path of Sufism defined by the ideal of an identity-less existence. This is the mystic’s world of oneness 
with Allah whereby one loses all sense of one’s self as separate or distinct from the ultimate reality and 
one systemically works to annihilate all manifestations of identity, whether  religious, cultural, racial or 
social. There are no hierarchies of power, no regard for the matriarchal or patriarchal politics of relig-
ion. The only requirement is to strive to love, to know that love is the only ultimate truth.

The exhilaration of freedom after completing my gender transition catapulted me into the world of 
transgender activism. I became the poster boy for the successfully transitioned female to male.  I  man-
aged to win the acceptance of my family and my faith community while being blessed with good health 
despite  myriad physical changes associated with transitioning and, through it all, I managed to hold a 
regular job in the banking industry while co-founding and leading a non-profit organization for gender 
education! 

I danced my way, yet again, across the increasingly intersecting planes of my multiple identities, this time 
in reverse gear! Attending speaking engagements and conferences nationwide for transgender education 
and rights while not out at work was an exercise in balancing the reality of society’s fear of the un-
known, the responsibility of sustaining my own livelihood and striving to realize my deepest faith foun-
dation of  translating divine love into ordinary human experience.

True to form God continues to have a sense of humor! Reconnecting with Allah outside the boundaries 
of Islam’s strict ritualism is not the end of it all. As it turns out, this very unconventional meeting of 
kindred spirits, which gathered to chant in remembrance of Allah, became the forum where I met my 
future wife. Her acceptance of my proposal of marriage after understanding my life history was another 
miracle I had prayed for but did not expect. A wedding followed a whirlwind courtship.
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All This and Marriage Too!

I had overcome the challenges of many relationships from daughter to son, from sister to brother, from 
niece to nephew, from aunt to uncle, but nothing had prepared me to be a husband! Marital life is an-
other twisting path I walk; balancing the three planes of my ever evolving identities while intending to 
seamlessly merge all into a unity. 

True to form my wife and I defy many of  society’s norms and our relationship symbolizes the best and 
the worst of  an “Odd Couple.” I struggle as I write this piece to describe our relationship which is so far 
from the ideal I had aspired to, yet in many ways exceeds any ideal for which I could have hoped. The 
nomad traveler paired with the settler, the passionate idealist in a three legged race with the quiet stoic. 
She is the quintessential homebody with deeply ingrained eastern traditional etiquette and even more 
deeply ingrained conservative Islamic values. She has defined my life with quiet, predictable stability 
even as we have come to loggerheads with my yanking her around on adventurous travels far beyond 
her regimented world, introducing her to fearsome social circles of  eclectic LGBT gatherings and debat-
ing endlessly on the virtues of  mysticism versus conventional religion. 

I am amazed by the depth of her compassion, the ferocity of her anger and the gentle tenderness of her 
ministrations to the sick. She is coolly silent in dealing with her own fears and confusion regarding my 
gender identity, yet is catlike in defending me against any real or perceived threat with claws out to draw 
blood! Her fear for my safety is evident in her disapproval of my public activism. Yet she feels torn wit-
nessing the sorrow I experience no longer being actively involved in transforming the world, one person 
at a time. But then both of us also recognize that this struggle of love is also a journey of growth and 
where it’s going to lead to we’ll eventually find out. The important realization is that love will conquer all 
for it is the core light of  love that continues to draw us to each other like moths to lamps.

The Pilgrimage of Hajj

I’ll conclude this journey through time and space with a brief description of our most transforming 
journey: the pilgrimage of Hajj. The grueling rituals performed with millions of fellow pilgrims, the col-
lective prayers of gratitude at the Kaaba, the crescendo of cries beseeching forgiveness in the desert 
plain of Arafat — an unforgettable experience of personal witness to the inexplicable divinity that per-
meates this world of  ours replete with signs for those who understand. 

As I stood shoulder to shoulder with my wife in the magnificent courtyard of the prophet Mohammad’s 
mosque in Madina, quietly chanting prayers in the twilight, I thought about the last pilgrimage I had 
made. I had never imagined almost twenty years ago that I would perform Hajj as a man amongst men 
much less with my wife by my side, but Glory be to Allah for the daily miracles that unfold so seamlessly 
in our lives. I looked around me and saw people from every corner of the world all drawn together with 
the same yearning to realize their faith’s mission of  seeking closeness to the ultimate reality. 

But we don’t have to travel around the world to find this closeness — it’s in our hearts all the time and 
we experience it so richly when we open our arms in loving embrace to all those different than our-
selves.  While recognizing our differences, we may see a familiar light shining through eyes that no 
longer belong to strangers. So silence the nay-sayers with peace, respect their linear XY world and then 
fling yourself  with a leap of  faith into Dimension Z! 

© 2008
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