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FOUCAULT'S CURSE:
Bio-politics vs Identity

Subbhankar Ghosh

Governmentality and Bio-power

How is the space of human body perceived in the discourse of
governmental rationalities that are informed by the interventions
of neo-liberal political economy? Is the body a site of political
consciousness of self identity? Is it merely a moment in an
anticipated eschatological trajectory of the human race at large?
Is it just a material determinant of subjectivity? Or further still, the
most fundamental unit of (re)production’? What is the relation of
this human body and its biological destiny with sovereignty and
power? In an era where the sovereign’s power over the subject’s
body must be justified rationally, this power is utilized by an
emphasis on the protection of life, on the regulation of the body,
and the production of other technologies of servitude, such as
the notions of health, hygiene, welfare and so on2. This Michel
Foucault identified as ‘Bio-politics’, that is, a politics concerning
the administration of life, particularly as it appears at the level of
populations. This bio-medicalized corporeality in its turn, subverts
other performative modalities of existence such as identity,
sexuality, gender and behaviour. The space of the human body
therefore is not bereft of the political projects of the nation state.
A body that cannot be denominated under any of the categories
of this bio-medical govermentality must therefore be ‘disciplined’
through the apparatus of the clinic, the asylum, the hospital, the
gym, and the beauty parlour. And it is again through the process
of this ‘disciplining’ the aberration/abnormality that power is
produced. The bio-power hypothesis is therefore the seizure (of
things, bodies, time, and ultimately of life) levied on subjects,
which “culminated in the privilege to seize hold of life in order
to suppress it”3. It was gradually overshadowed (though not
completely replaced) by the ‘administration of bodies and the
calculated management of life’. Power thus became situated and
exercised at the level of life, the species, the race, and the large-
scale phenomena of population. Sexuality, as a site at which
power is exercised involves recognizing oneself as a sexual
subject in the context of a governmental discourse of welfare.
However we shall not delve into the more intricate problematics
of this Foucaultdian formulation, instead we shall try to examine
how this ‘Body Fetish’ of neo-liberal governmentality has
privileged several discourses which articulate themselves around
constellations of homosexuality, queer identity and HIV/AIDS,
while silencing certain other positions. As the hitherto invisible
minorities of the Global South surface under the impact of rapid
transition and globalization the LGBT (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual,
Transgender) identity politics in India has been predictably



travelling along a route similar to that followed by the western
LGBT movements. However, there is an add-on that western LGBT
movements did not anticipate or plan for — the HIV/AIDS
epidemic. The LGBT movements in the First World had a linear
progression in their development, with enough time to create
the social spaces to grow according to the requirements of identity
politics and then confront the HIV/AIDS epidemic. The LGBT
movement in India has charted its struggle against mainstream
discrimination along three main trajectories. Non-medicalization
of sexual preferences, recognition of their human rights and a
third where there has been a disjuncture, largely between the
gay and lesbian interest groups. The male homosexual movement
has primarily concentrated on anti-HIV/AIDS discrimination
campaign, trying to demystify popular linkages between sexual
pleasure and the disease-danger-death continuum, and the
repeal/reform of IPC Section 377. On the other hand, the lesbian
movement has worked in close sisterhood with the feminist
struggle, seeking to point out significant overlaps with gender
oppression, though the latter alliance too is not unproblematic,
both on the registers of ideology and activism, but that issue is
not the concern of the present study. Interestingly enough, this
medicalization of sexuality has promoted the human body over
human desire limiting sexual behaviour within governmentally
sanctioned discursive categories.

HIV/AIDS and Male Homosexuality: A Strategic Essentialism

The relation between bio-medical governmentality and sexual
identity politics has been an ambivalent one. Sections within the
LGBT movement have sometimes raised their voice against an
authoritarian construction of ‘deviant” bodies, minds and psyche
through the category of perversion. Perceiving such an exercise
as a ruse of bio-medical governmentality and social control over
diverse sexual behaviour, they have fought a stiff battle to rescue
homosexuality from the contours of a bio-political discourse.
While at other times, quite increasingly often, they have willingly
indulged in bio-medical projects, attempting to achieve medical
authenticity of their sexual behaviour in a bid to forge greater
social acceptability. Biological proof of homosexuality has often
served as the ground for campaigns focused on the eradication
of prejudice and political activism for rights, among the alternative
sexuality groups. Homosexuals in a bid to find legitimacy for
their sexual preferences have at times made this bio-medical
governmentality their ally and in the process lent their bodies,
minds and beings to the scientific gaze in the hope of securing
self-knowledge that would give them the security of an identity,
a difference and a justification for assimilation into the
mainstream®. It is easy to observe a strategic use of positivist
essentialism in a scrupulously visible political interest®,
functioning between much of the gay rights activism across the
Global South and the international HIV/AIDS awareness projects.
The greater portion of the LGBT identity politics in India, more
specifically male homosexuality, has lent itself to quantify bio-
medical discourses inspired by the HIV/AIDS rhetoric by
essentializing the penetrative aspects of its sexual practices. One
of the most unprecedented outcomes of HIV awareness in India
is that it has propelled the acutely problematic category of the
MSM — Men who have Sex with Men — into visibility on the
mainstream registers of health, human rights and law. MSM
vulnerability to HIV rests primarily on the physiological fact that
peno-anal penetrative sex is riskier in terms of transmission of
HIV infection than peno-vaginal sex®.The political identity of a
gay man thus gets putatively constituted as an essentialized
medical category, a high risk zone of sorts, even prior to its arrival
on the arena of human rights. The space of a homosexual man’s
body — or rather the body of a prospective AIDS victim — therefore
gets promptly misappropriated by the bio-political projects of the

neo-liberal governmentality. This is only a part of a hegemonic
process through which marginal groups become organized and
intelligible as disempowered constituencies demanding civic
inclusion, human rights, aid, and so on from the state and funding
agencies. Across the entire decade of the 1990s the economics
of gay identity politics in most of India derived sustenance from
the HIV/AIDS awareness funds from the First World interventionist
and welfare agencies like UNAIDS, UNDP, WHO, Elton John
AIDS Foundation, and also government bodies like NACO
(National AIDS Control Organization) and WBSAPCS (West
Bengal State AIDS Prevention and Control Society) at a more
national and obviously smaller level. This is a hierarchical
agglomeration of small and big organizations, bridging many
local sites, and situated within funding circuits and discursive
frameworks that operate at national and transnational levels: a
sphere captured evocatively in Lawrence Cohen’s formulation,
‘AIDS Cosmopolitanism’”. However, the almost total exclusion
of lesbian activism from this entire rubric of sexuality is
problematic and deserves separate treatment.

Vagina Dialogues: or the lack thereof

It is perhaps in its best interest to begin this section with a couple
of personal testimonies of individuals who both identify
themselves as homosexuals and are also actively involved with
the politics of human rights. Malobika, one of the founding
members of the lesbian support group, Sappho for Equality,
relates the story of one of her colleagues who?® happens to be a
chronic patient of Diabetes Mellitus, with certain symptomatic
urinary complications. Back in 2003 she happened to visit a
doctor, a reputed gynecologist with every imaginable medical
prefix, after developing certain menstrual irregularities. She is in
her late 30s, is unmarried, and sexually active with her partner.
The doctor, after performing all the routine check ups that are
medically grammatical, prescribed her to undergo a pregnancy
test. Without of course, asking a single question, either about her
sexual practice or orientation! Anindya Hajra is a queer rights
activist, and one of the key figures behind a Community Based
Organisation called Pratyay Gender Trust, an organization which
has resisted the HIV/AIDS hegemony over queer sexual identity.
Quite naturally, Anindya’s organization is in a perpetual dearth
of funds. In 2004 however, he managed to get himself heard by
the then Health Secretary® of the West Bengal Government. The
Secretary after hearing his case out with all earnest sincerity,
patiently replied, “You see . . . a medical angle, HIV/AIDS or
some other STD'® would have helped your case out. | am sorry
the government only gives financial assistance to issues of sexual

health”.

Mr Sravan Bhall"" is one of the most well known figures of the
LGBT movement in Kolkata as well as in the country. He has
been associated with the movement from its very inception back
in the early 1990s. In May 2002, he joined the Kolkata chapter
of an all India organization called SAATHII. He has ever since
worked intensively among the MSM (Men who have Sex with
Men) and MSW (Male Sex Worker) communities in West Bengal
and given them an extensive visibility on a national scale. Over
the years SAATHII has become one of the most prominent
platforms of gay rights movement sharing close links with several
national and transnational agencies. In ways Mr Bhall deserves
merit for having subverted a predominantly mainstream
organization into a queer platform, but has in the process made
the queer (the MSM in this case) into little more than a medical
category. What is the full form of SAATHII? Solidarity and Action
Against The HIV Infection in India.

The above instances might be spatially, temporally and
organically isolated, but there runs a concurrent theme across
all of them. A theme that is both profoundly axiomatic and deeply



disturbing. First, it quite starkly brings forth how the super-
structural discourses of hetero-patriarchal normativity continue
to inform even the most new-age medical circuits. How the female
body continues to be perceived as a site for all kinds of action,
but not as a legitimate site for sexual autonomy or personal
agency'?. Women's sexual experiences are generally understood
solely within the established parameters of reproduction. Within
this framework the life experience of lesbian women have been
almost completely invalidated because sex/sexuality are
generally understood only in relation to a heterosexual discourse
of oppositional duality. Secondly, it shows how a lesbian woman
is doubly marginalized, first for her gender and secondly for her
sexuality. Even within the marginalized space of homosexuality,
since female homosexuality cannot be easily smuggled into the
medical discourse of HIV/AIDS, the discriminatory structures of
homo-patriarchy continue to disenfranchise the position of
lesbian women in terms of agency. A lesbian woman therefore
constitutes a sexual minority who cannot be packed into any of
these ‘high risk zones’, be it medical, social or legal. The statistics
of same-sex violence/suicides have only gone up in recent years,
both as a result of increased visibility as well as sexual agency. A
lesbian is always already excluded from social negotiations as
she is a not male (by virtue of her gender) not rational (by virtue
of her sexuality) not scientific (by virtue of her bio-medical
position) and not political (by virtue of her legal status). Both self
identified lesbians and women who have sex with women, have
traditionally been represented as no-risk or low-risk zones within
the standard HIV/AIDS medical discourse on those rare occasions
when they have been acknowledged at all. And typically little
effort has been made to distinguish between the two, revealing
the biomedical governmentality’s systemic failure to understand
or address lesbian health issues in an informed manner'?. It has
been constituted by the conceptual limitations both on the part
of governmental and medical discourses alike to differentiate
between sexual identity and sexual behaviour. The myth of
lesbian immunity has been sustained by misconceptions
regarding lesbian identity and sexuality per se, and the lack of
large-scale national and transnational research projects, let alone
any project that focuses specifically on women’s sexualities. In
the late 1980s an American physician remarked publicly that it
was not necessary to study lesbians because “lesbians don’t have
much sex”". The exclusion of women who have sex with women
from most aspects of the AIDS discourse, including research,
education and prevention programs, publication and conferences
is statistically sanctioned and perpetuated by the AIDS case-
protocol across nations, which bars women who have sex with
women from its risk categories, employs hierarchical and
mutually exclusive categories for the attribution and distribution
of cases, and makes no distinction between sexual behaviour
and sexual identity. The relative risk of transmission via female-
to-female sexual exposure to HIV is unknown. A lack of data
which could have been compiled throughout the epidemic was
thwarted by the initial understanding of HIV disease as one which
existed in specific types of people (e.g., gay males, intravenous
drug users, hemophiliacs). This understanding prevented the
health care system from defining sexual risk behaviors: it stressed
people, not sexual behaviors. In fact the most monumental side
effect of AIDS has been the superimposition of hetero-patriarchal
sexist equations within the domain of the Queer, exemplified
by the increased invisibility of the lesbians in the LGBT
movement'>. In the spatial context of Kolkata, Sappho for Equality,
the premier (and perhaps the only) lesbian solidarity group in
Eastern India refrains from participation in the Queer Pride March
that is held in the city every year. Malobika, its co-founder, relates
that the almost hegemonic presence of the AIDS rhetoric in this
HIV funded activism leaves little space for lesbian representation.

3

Axiomatic in this context of HIV/AIDS defined sexual-behaviour
is perhaps the much publicized and much discussed but
insufficiently debated point that Dr Anbumani Ramadoss raised
in the parliament in 2008:

“India’s dedicated focus on HIV prevention is fetching
dividends. We are seeing the beginning of the stabilization of
the HIV epidemic in India [ . . . ] Section 377 of the IPC, which
criminalizes men who have sex with men, must go. Structural
discrimination against those who are vulnerable to HIV such as
sex workers and MSM must be removed if our prevention, care
and treatment programmes are to succeed”’®.
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FEMINIST INITIATIVE
Sandra Dahlén

A spring day in 2004, a friend of mine called me and said: “The
rumours are true, Gudrun Schyman is planning on starting a
feminist party and we are a group discussing this together with
her, would you like to join us?”. Of course | got very excited and
turned up at the next meeting with a group of about 20 women.

Gudrun Schyman is one of the most famous and loved politicians
in Sweden. She was the leader of the Swedish Socialist Party for
several years and their popularity grew with her. She reformed
the party to not only lay on a socialist, but also on a feminist
ground. But her years in the parliament taught her that feminist
analysis cannot always be placed on a left-right scale. She also
realised that even though her own party called itself a feminist
party, it did not always prioritize feminist politics. Her idea of
focusing on feminism in the politics of parliament grew at the
same time as many in Sweden were fed up with patriarchy.

Sweden is considered to be one of the most gender-equal
countries in the world. All boys and girls attend compulsory
school for nine years. Women are wage-earners to the same
extent as men. All laws are gender-neutral such as laws regarding
heritage, divorce, employment etc. Half of the parliamentarians
and ministers are women. There are laws against gender
discrimination as well as discrimination on the grounds of sexual
orientation. Violence against women and children is forbidden
and there is no such thing as 'arranged' or 'forced' marriages
(except in some groups of immigrants). So one can of course
wonder why a feminist party is needed in Sweden. The answer
is simple: there is unfortunately no country yet that is not
dominated by men. In Sweden women are in general paid less
than men. Women do most of the household chores at the same
time as they are full time wage-earners. More women than men
are therefore ill due to a heavy workload. Most rape cases do
not lead to trial. The society is heteronormative and hate crimes
towards the LGBT group is increasing. Sexual harassment in
workplaces and schools take place. The list of gender inequality
can unfortunately be very long and many people are very angry
that not more is done to change this. When we started discussing
the new party Gudrun Schyman received about 200 emails per
day from people begging her to start a feminist party.

In April 2005, we called for a press conference and launched
the new organisation called Feminist Initiative. This was headline
news in all big media for over a week. We asked people to join

the organisation and together discuss the politics and give support
to run for the election to the parliament in 2006. We were very
clear about the ambition to form a coalition of feminists — feminists
with different analyses, from left to right and from different groups
of the society. In the first board we had feminists from the anti
racist movement, the queer movement, the students movement,
“never organised feminists”, heterosexual mothers, different ages,
sexes, professions and a few men. It was of course not easy to
stay on good terms with each other and to form politics we could
all agree on. But we managed to agree on about 150 different
political demands regarding different areas such as the labour
market, education, health care, migration and so on. On the
way conflicts occurred which the media of course loved to write
about. But which party does not have conflicts? Many journalists
also did their best to make up different stories about us, make fun
of us and tell everyone how mad we were. One thing that was
very provocative for many was the lesbian professor in the board
who did not hesitate to open her mouth. The hate and harassments
she and her family were subjected to was terrible and shocked
us all.

At the time of the election the hate or total ignorance in media
gave us very bad chances and with almost no money at all (the
only money we had was donated by a rich man who became
very active in the organisation) we all worked night and day on a
voluntary basis. We did not even receive one per cent of the
votes and the loss of solidarity from the Swedish feminists has
been hard to bear. But the “threat” of a feminist party made
positive marks in the society. Many women got strength and
organised themselves on a feminist basis for the first time and
other parties had to discuss gender equality more. Feminist
Initiative has also pushed Swedish feminism for more queer and
anti racist analyses. The contact between Feminist Initiative and
feminist groups and organisations all over the world enriches the
feminist fight. One example is the ongoing effort to start a
European Feminist Initiative in the European parliament.

The election for the European parliament last year resulted in a
doubling of the party’s votes. In September the party will run for
the national elections again — with no money but a lot of volunteer
work. I am no longer a member of the board but | support the
organisation with all my heart and | am proud to once more
support Feminist Initiative in the elections.

The website has information about Feminist Initiative in many
languages : www.feministisktinitiativ.se

u Sandra Dahlen is a consultant, trainer and author on issues relating to
sex and sexuality with a focus on young people. She co-founded the Feminist

Initiative and sat in the first Board.
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Sappho for Equality's
latest publication
Available at

our Resorce Centre
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Sappho for Equality &
The Pratyay Gender Trust
present

4th Annual Calcutta
Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender
Film & Video Festival
19th - 21st November 2010
Maxmueller Bhavan, Kolkata
For details contact - 2441 9995, 98315 18320

Sappho for Equality

Administrative Office & Resource Centre :

11A Jogendra Gardens(S), Ground Floor,

Kolkata 700 078

E-mail : sappho1999@rediffmail.com

Website : www.sapphokolkata.org

Contact : 2441 9995 (12 - 8 p.m. Except Mondays)
Helpline : 98315 18320 (10 a.m. - 9 p.m.)
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