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Names and Words

Shuddhabrata Sengupta

Ina conversoﬁon with friends from Sappho in Delhi last year, |

had once expressed my reservations about the way in which the

language of naming names lays traps for all those who wish to
construct lives in a relationship of alterity to heterosexism. What |

am writing here is an effort to take that conversation further. -

+I'have d difficulty with-words like Homosexual, Lesbian, Bisexual.

They all have an ugly, almost clinical sound. A sound almost as

ugly as the word ‘Heterosexual’. All of these words {(and their

existing or potential counterparts in some Indian languages -
~Shomokami or Shomokamini for Gay or Lesbian, Savyakami for
‘Bisexual - as in Savyasachi - standing for ambidexterity) seem to

me to be caught within a logic of definitional clarity that places
too:many constraints on the complexity of actual lived experience.

We all know that butterflies are caught, killed and pinned on to

‘the collection boards of butterfly collectors, and then named as

to-the minutiae of their genera and species. This naming and
classification of butterflies is called ‘Lepidoptery’ (after the Latin

name for Butterflies). Sometimes the anxiety to put people in boxes™

with the names homosexual, heterosexual and bisexual seems to
me to be a kind of ‘lepidopteric’ operation in the domain of

“desire.. What gets caught, pinned, classified is the enigma, the - -

delight, the ambiguities and the mysteries of our desires and

actions. | like my butterflies better when they fly.

[ find it easier to fhink.of homosexual, or heterosexual or bisexual
acts, thoughts, desires, .affects and situations, than to think of
homosexual, heterosexual and bisexual people. | am a person
who speaks Bangla on occasion, English, or Urdu on other
occasions. That tells you more about me and what | am than the
inadequacy of a term like ‘Probashi Bangali’. | am born and raised
in a city called Delhi, and my ‘probash’ could be Kolkata, but to
continue fo insist on my identity as a ‘Probashi Bangali’ recognizes
neither the conditions of my life, nor the fact that | happen to be
a Bangla speaking person who happens to live in Delhi. Similarly,
the fact that | may or may not experience different kinds of desire
for different kinds of people, some of whom are women, can
actudlly say very little about me. So what can |, or you, or anyone
else call themselves.

Naming oneself, finding ways to talk about the person one is
when one desires sofeone else, is not in and of itself a
meaningless exercise. Let us say that you are a woman who desires
another woman, as a friend, as a lover, as a companion - what
does that make you, and how might you begin to name yourself,
- with elegance, with affection, with dignity and with the necessary
admixture of precision and ambiguity that allows you to name
your desire and- refuse to be identified as a specimen at the same
time. ' '

Recently | came across a word that | have become fond of in

Vydtsayan’s Kama Sutra. The Kama Sutra, for all its patriarchal:

biases and classificatory obsessions continues to be a celebration
of the diversity of human sexuality. | would like to offer this word
as a foken of my friendship and solidarity with all women who

sometimes or always desire other women as friends, lovers and’

companions. The word is ‘Svairini’ and it occurs in the lengthy

description of women who take worhé'n as lovers in the chapter
on ‘Purushayita’ (the sexually assertive woman). In standard
translations of the Kama Sutra, the word ‘Svairini’ is often glossed
as ‘Lesbian’. But | would suggest that ithas a larger, more generous
usage in Sanskrit, which is precisely why | would suggest claiming
it for an affirmative act of naming. A

‘Svairini’, comes from the root word ‘Svair” which is glossed in

_the revised and enlarged edition of the “Practical Sanskrit English

Dictionary’ by Vaman Shivaram Apte as “Following one’s own
will or fancy”, “self willed, wanton, uncontrolled, unrestrained”,

“At will, at one’s pleasure, Of one’s own accord, spontaneously. -

Slowly, gently, mildly. Unreserved Conversation. Free ,
Independent. Unimpeded. Acting as one likes.”

Two entries down, we find the word ‘Svairini’ which-is glossed as
“Aloose or unchaste woman. A wanton woman. An adulteress. A
line of ascetics”. Principal Apte, following the prevailing fashion
of repressing all references to non heterosexual realities, does
not indicate that the term ‘Svairini’ is read as a woman who desires
other women in the Kama Sutra, but his very silence - which has
made its way into standard vocabularies of most Indian languages
is today, an opportunity fo invest it with new meanings.

So we take the word ‘Svairini’ as it is used in the Kama Sutra - as
a woman who desires and has sexual relations with other women,
(not always and only, but generally) and invest it with the meanings

we find in Apte’s dictionary - Wanton, Free, Self _Wl‘lled, )

Independent, Ascetic, Adulteress, Unchaste’..

The picture that emerges from this act of reading the
pronouncements of the Kama Sutra against the silences of a
dictionary creates a wonderful new picture - of a woman who
acts as an active agent, creating her own world of desires -
sometimes as a woman who desires women, sometimes as-a
woman who does not act according to the constraints of marital
vows, sometimes as a renouncer, sometimes as one who earns
her living with her body, and at all times as a free person
respon5|b|e to her own self and her desires.

In all my friends who are women - who possess in varying measures
the qualities of strength, keen intelligence, a sharp sense of
humour, a robust worldliness, a passion for freedom and
pragmatic willingness to act on the basis of their desires -1 have
seen fraces of what | can best call ‘Svairini’ hood. It is no accident

that several of these people have been women, who along with -

all the other, qualities | have just enumerated, were also people
who happen to love or desire other women. When | see them as
aspects of the ‘Svairini’, | see free, active subjectivities that are

open to change, to transformation, to the shaping of the world

. through the actualization of desire. And most of all, in Sanskrit,

Bangla or in Hindi, with or without an aspirated'sibilance, 1 like

‘the way the word sits on my fongue.

B Shuddhabrata Sengupta is a media practitioner and writer, @ member of

the Rags Media Collective and a co-inifiator of fhe Sarai Progromme of fhe

Centre for the Study of Develop:ng Saocieties (www sarai.net)
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A Country that must be Travelled Alone
Shalini MGhClJGﬂ

backpack on shoulders
the weight of books
balanced precariously inside my head

the maps are generally misleading
‘ too many directions pointed at
. too many journeys indicated

and each traveller must find her own path

trails close behind each woman into the wilderness .

Lo they have left records
N " " but the branches have closed in

so I hack my own -
with-my meagre inadequate instruments

- please refrain from giving directions.

The Critters of the Sleepmg Mmd
Shalini Mahajan.

The critters of the sleeping mind
Jumbling the passageways
Ta create connection where none was before

. Where none may be after

Frissons highway along with no consideration
To mind manners or materiality

Iam Iearnmg to blunt my fmger-’rlps to edges
The casting nets are wide

I am not a slippery customer

Only a fadmg bag

Colossal gapes from around
Rudderless floundering

We create no sound as we slide out
Seamless

Friezes of memory will hold the skin together
Wisdom speaks with much head shaking
Countenances drop

Are left to melt ever_'ywher'e_

Make a bread crust of me
Warm tough chewy
T will be fr‘agk‘ahf at last

Kiss the cook

Shed the table of stained cIoTh :
Polish the forks before you replace them’
Recycle life in conversations -

And Then regale r'ecam‘ regurgitate

' Cusfoms that pull Through

Not unlike the dentist's chair
A single petal can hold a tear drop fragrance

Leave the rest to food and fraudulent flatulence
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