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Ranjita Biswas

Affirming diversities, resisting divisiveness

The National Conference of the Autonomous Women's
Movement has over the years been a meeting place for thousands
of women from different streams of life coming from diverse class,
caste, ethnic, linguistic and political backgrounds. The conference
provides a space of warmth and security to women who come
together to share their experiences, express solidarity and learn
from each other's struggles. From 1980, when the first National
Conference was held in Mumbai, to the present one held from 9%

~ 12" September 2006, in Kolkata, the journey has been marked

by significant learnings and critical insights. One growing

realization from these gatherings of different women has been’
thai wormen’s oppression can no longer be understood in terms
of @ mono-structural cause or a meno-causal structure that exists
cross-culturally and affects all women's lives in a singular manner.
Oppression has to be understood in terms of the complex
imbrications of caste, economy, disability, displacement, violence,
sex, gender, sexuality. This complex understanding of oppression
has also been informed by a more fractured notion of ‘woman’
undercut by locations of caste, class, ethnicity, gender, sexuality.

The seventh National Conference of the Auvtonomous
Women's Movement held for the first time in Kolkata marked a
number of ‘firsts’. It was the first iime that women with disability
were attending the conference. It was the first time that sex workers
and bar dancers parficipated and few frans-people made their
presence felt. It is to be noted that the conference decided to
keep out M to F trangender people (atleast this fime, they argued)
by not giving them any official platform, (some though were there
by 'invitation only', and eligibilty for invitation was assessed through
their association with the women's movement). This was also the
first time a full day’s session was organized on sexuality in a
national conference of the women’s movement. As one participant
informed us, this was the culmination of a long and difficult journey.
The first time women's sexuality wos discussed in a national
conference was in 1990 in Calicut, in an evening capsule on
“single women”. There was a quiet “coming out” and lesbianism
was heard in hushed tones and hesitant whispers. In the next
conference in Tirupathi 1994, massive convulsions were
precipitated by a lesbian group’s proposal to have a separate
session on the issve. In 1997 the convulsions resolved fo give
way to a session organized by Siree Sangam and Sangini in th3
Ranchi conference. The 2006 conference saw a considerable
turn of tables as the two lesbian organizations, Sapphe and LABIA,
were successful not only in organizing a “marginalized genders
and sexualities” session but were prominent co-actors in the
National Coordination Commitiee (NCC) and visible enough to
foreground the issue of lesbianism in the greater scens of the
women’s movement in India.



Lesbians and w omen: queer bed par tners?

While this was in itself an achievement, what was
disappointing is the manner in which the sex gender problematic
was considered solely the concern of sexually marginalized women.
While Sappho and LABIA organized the “marginalized genders
and sexualities” session, in the larger conference milieu the
category ‘woman’ remained unquestioned/unproblematized when
it came to discussing and debating “women’s problems” in relation
to the agriculture movement, caste politics, displacement-
migration, violence etc.

At the session, attended only by members and a few close
friends and compatriots, we discussed, debated and differed
throughout the day on what it meant to be “marginalized sexuality
people”, what could or should be done with the categories of sex
and gender — which of the two was redundant and which was
essential. In the process we came upon some very uncomfortable
but nevertheless significant questions.

The morning session started with sharing of experiences by
the different sexuality groups. The sharing brought up interesting
insights about the tension-fraught partnership that these groups
have often shared with other organizations — partnerships that
were marked at times by moments of unconditional support and
at other times complete withdrawal without explanation. People
existing on the fringes and invisibilized spaces, such as these,
have always looked for support from feminist spaces — support,
both physical and conceptual — and found it, but sometimes it
has come with its cost and has been conditional. Homophobia
has often reared its ugly head even in feminist spaces, and has
been fanned and used at times to crush any semblance of a
lesbian standpoint whenever it has arisen. While the effort to ally
with other social movements has been active, the impulse not to
lose one’s difference, one’s solitude in a happy amalgamation
and a chorus of solidarity, has also been strong. In times of crisis,
efforts of the lesbian groups at alliance-building have been
completely undermined and their identities marked as only
lesbians-and-therefore-separatists! While such experiences have
brought a lot of pain, they have also led to greater self reflexivity
and provided the impetus to carry further the struggle against
divisiveness, and devise new ways to forge a politics of sisterhood.

The evening session started throwing up subtle differences
between lesbian and heterosexual women as also the mainstream
feminist movement and the sexuality rights movement on the issue
of marriage. A discussion on the ethics and politics of a lesbian
way of life came with a critique of the institution of marriage and
family. The heteronormative family, particularly its patriarchal and
exploitative nature, came in for strong critique in the narratives of
some lesbian friends and it was interesting to note how many of
us have redefined family to include friends and support groups.
Some lesbian activists argued that marriage should have to go
completely and the critique of marriage would have to come
from the mainstream feminist movement with the onus lying on
heterosexual women. It was felt that though challenging norms
has proved an important political move of marginalized groups it
has often led to a certain complacence on the part of the so-
called mainstream and opened the margins to unfair criticism at
the slightest hint of ‘conformation’. For instance, the issue of
violence among same-sex couples came up for discussion and it
was felt that incidents of violence were more common in those
couples who mimed the heterosexual mode of living with rigid
and intact gender roles, who were in same-sex relations but liked
to imagine themselves as heterosexual. This analysis generated
protests from different quarters. Is violence a fallout only of gender
stereotypes, it was queried? Is not violence also a feature among
same-sex couples who may not be in a stereotypical relation?
Another inferjection that came up on the issue of marriage was:
rather than discussing who should have the right to marry (the
right to marry among non-heterosexual partners has been an
important demand of the sexuality rights movement and a reality
in some countries) and whose duty it is to critique marriage, what
is perhaps more pertinent is a rethinking of relationships. If it is a
felt need that relations of togetherness have to be rethought then

how does it matter who does it first and in what way2 While it is
understood that the hegemonic cannot be allowed the
unquestioned comfort of occupying the normative space, it is
also important to understand that the lives of the marginalized
per se may not necessarily provide a better standpoint for politics.
Moreover it was felt that a greater challenge worth taking up
could be the process of engaging with those who do not question
the security of identities and who do not identify with the rebellion
in spite of inhabiting the margins.

The evening session was titled: questioning gender. As one
queer feminist recounted, the essentialism and determinism
inherent in the anatomical model of the male/female that
constructs the world in a binary of two sexes and two corresponding
genders has been adequately questioned within feminism. This
has led to the insight that sex is biological but gender is a social
construct. This understanding of sex as fixed was challenged further,
among others, by transgender, transsexual people and queer
theorists with the consequent conclusion that along with gender,
sex was also a constructed category and male/female, man/
woman were all created entities. Thus if sex itself is a construct it
could be treated as a redundant category and what became
primary then is the struggle to dismantle the gendering process
such that irrespective of what we are born as, we can have the
freedom to be what we want. This was proposed to be the way to
liberation for men, women, lesbian, gay and transgender people
— a way to stop “seeing a rainbow colored world in black and
white.”

Let's face it: the need to queer f eminism!

On the face of it this seemed not a bad proposition — to
move beyond the essentialism of sex as given and immutable.
Specially given the context of the present conference where we
had participants who were biological female (i.e., sex female),
transgender men/women (i.e., sex female, gender masculine; and
sex male, gender feminine) but no males (i.e., sex male, gender
masculine — men who possessed a ‘natural” ‘biological” penis,
so to speak). In this context it was interesting to note the transgender
women (F to Ms) who were categorically masculine in their style
statement, as well as grammatically correct in their oral statements
— who refused to be addressed as women because they believed
and behaved as men only (they chided people who introduced
them as women).

While the urge to move out of sex essentialism is welcome,
one feels uncomfortable with the proposal to disavow one’s body
— its materiality, its pains, pleasures which are no doubt tied
intimately fo its specificity as sexed — male or female. Moreover, if
sex was so redundant, why do some of our friends present there
at that very moment, go to such lengths to add or remove specific
parts of their body in order to achieve a more ‘complete’ sense of
being. And obviously such reconstructive surgery was not cosmetic
but very significant for them ... sometimes for survival even. What
then becomes pertinent is perhaps not a total abandon of the
body, but the need to rethink our notion of the body and sex as
only biological and anatomical — defined and determined by the
specifics of chromosomes, hormones, gonads or genitals.

Among the reasons offered for keeping men out of the
conference proceedings, one reason was that the conference was
a platform for all who identified themselves as women and suffered
similar kind of oppression as women. But the category of
‘oppressor’ and ‘oppressed’ do not necessarily correspond always
to the known categories of men and women. In this analysis,
women as a ‘class’ were seen as oppressed — and therefore “ex
officio feminists” — while men were easily identified as oppressors.
The exclusion of men merely on the basis of their biological sex
serves to once again essentialize the sex-gender binary by
suggesting that all biological females are necessarily situated in
a vulnerable position of victimization and all biological males
occupy a position of domination by virtue of possessing a penis.
Somewhere in this easy classification and categorization we

contd.. pagel0
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About Parma — the support group for
same-sex relationships, Baroda

Maya Sharma

Violence against women was one of the globally chosen
themes for International Women’s Day 2000. During planning
meetings for the public march in Delhi, the issue of forcible
separations leading to suicides committed by women who wanted
to live with one another was brought up and a need to show
support through inclusion of lesbian rights was expressed by CALER|
(Campaign for Lesbian Rights) and other supportive autonomous
women'’s groups. But the left mass-based women's groups resisted
the inclusion of the word “lesbian” and reference to the whole
issue in the literature to be distributed on March 8th. The issue of
Women loving women was not seen as crucial as hunger and
poverty.

Subsequent to these meetings, various women’s groups met
again fo come to a consensus regarding the need to publicly
press for lesbian rights, and so that discussions and meetings
amongst the different groups could be held later to discuss
homosexuality and evolve an understanding on the issue. At one
such meeting it was shared that the lack of information about
lesbians and the absence of documentation of a sufficient and
specific number of cases of lesbian life prevented women's groups
from going against the majority voice in the Indian culture. In
response we made presentations. We mostly described individual
cases that had already been reported in the press. The stories we
knew of lacked a face; women’s own voices and the context within
which they lived their daily lives was missing. We had no knowledge
of events following the exposure and the outcry raised by public
scandal. We also became aware that amongst the groups involved
in gay rights activism, working-class voices were almost completely
missing. The irony was that the women who came into public
gaze were mostly from the working class and yet the argument of
not addressing lesbian rights was often on the grounds that the
working class would not identify with the issue. It was then that
the idea of writing stories of working class women who loved
women began to take shape.

Around the same time Vikalp began to work around HIV/
AIDS with the workers in informal sector. Prior to the HIV/AIDS
awareness work, Vikalp’s involvement with women’s health had
also raised issues of sexuality, though often in the context of
maternal health or violence against women; the presence of single
women brought in other perspectives challenging the limited way
sexuality was being defined. The widely spreading work around
HIV/AIDS opened up a space to talk about sex and sexuality.
Encouraged by these developments Vikalp as an organization
stepped in to support the idea of writing stories of working class
lesbian women — to give the context and name the everyday
struggles of women who loved women.

The research documenting the life stories of working-class
lesbian women was undertaken on behalf of Vikalp based in
Gujarat. It stemmed from a personal journey of emergence from
a space of silences and half-truths, and was committed to
engaging in advocacy work for the rights of same-sex relationships.
Its location has been the contested socio-cultural fissure between
the private and the public domain, as well as private and public
discourses about alternative sexualities, choices and practices.
The context within which the writings took place is rooted in the
women’s movement in India.

Indian culture and society in general view the female body
as a site for all kinds of action and reaction, but not as a legitimate
space 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
experiences of lesbian women have been almost completely

invalidated because sex/sexuality are generally understood only
in relation to a heterosexual paradigm of oppositional duality,
that prescribes gender roles and gendered social codes; those
who violate these roles and codes are seen as transgressive,
condemned as obscene, and perceived as appropriate subjects
for various forms of persecution and punishment.

Women'’s sexual rights are not seen as fundamental or
inalienable. Through the women’s movement it has become
possible to bring into public discourse sexual and domestic
violence and make laws for protection against such violations.
Change can be seen. Victims of rape, abduction and sexual
slavery, dowry, battery, abuse, feticide, harassment and gender-
biased laws such as those of inheritance and divorce, do come
forward to testify, do make their suffering public, do confront their
oppressors, be it the family, community or state. With media
assistance, they occasionally become role models for others in
similar situations. The state has begun to acknowledge, at least
theoretically, women’s needs — for childcare facilities, workplace
safety, equal wages, benefits, the right to strike and unionize.
There is legislation, albeit controversial, regarding political
representation for women, reproductive rights, and sexual health.
Women who were traditionally seen to be home-makers and their
role confined to the domestic sphere, are now being given, by
law, facilities that ensure greater participation in the labour market
and the public sphere.

In contrast to this, the women’s movement has adopted a
policy of distancing itself from issues related to homosexual
women. While it has not extended public/political support, it has
indeed provided valuable support privately, taking up individual
cases, advocating, intervening, resolving. This support is
appreciated by its direct beneficiaries as well as activist groups,
yet because it has been private it remains unknown to the general
public and inaccessible to others who are most urgently in need
of it. This mode of support, that simultaneously involves
mechanisms of denial, operating under the larger umbrella of
cultural silence around issues of alternative sexuality, enmeshes
homoerotic desire and its practices in phobia and prejudice.

The process of collecting and completing stories in 2003,
showed there was a need for a space for women to talk, share
their experiences and overcome isolation. Taking back the research
into the field Vikalp conceived of Parma — the name of god Shiva
who represents both the female and the male energies. An
application to the post office equipped us with a post box number;
the purpose was to reach and inform lesbian women about the
group. The first simple advertisement which talked openly of
women who loved women was not acceptable in the regional
newspapers. The ferminology was changed to single women. The
English edition of The Times of India finally published the
advertisement. Both the strategies we followed had limitations.
We were well aware that the strategy of using the terminology of
‘single’ for those women who actually lived in partnerships was
far from correct and painful though it was, the usage of the
language of patriarchy was yet again limiting women'’s sexuality
to a heterosexist model since single by implication is women who
live outside the institution of marriage.

An English advertisement also restricted our reach to the
literate women and amongst them the probability would be that
those reaching us would be the middle class, since education in
English is affordable mostly by the middle class. We asked
ourselves if we were deviating from our goal of reaching the
marginalized and the working class women. However, sharing
our own lives helped us to understand that though middle class



and literate, many of our own lives were lived in fear and isolation.
We understood then that we still carried within us the context of
writing the stories to prove the existence of lesbians in the working
class and therefore the relevance of addressing lesbians despite
poverty. Though it was important to reach a holistic understanding
that made the linkages with poverty and sexuality — initiating Parma
helped us to re-articulate our aims and centre our perspective of
reaching women who loved women across different classes.

The rejection of the advertisement about lesbian women
made us aware that we would have to resort to different strategies
of being open at different times and places. Also, involved as we
were in the issue, the rejection made us aware of what we were
up against. It was a reality test. The society was not going to
concede that easily. Yet at the same time we saw how crucial it
was that some of us tell the truth about our lives. Merely talking of
some women who loved women without specificities did not enable
our reach or end the isolation of women. On the other hand our
talking revealed the women who associated with us. Caught
between telling the full or half truth Parma is at an intersection
both as part and separate from Vikalp — it gets a protective cover
from the larger society as well as the State.

Meeting media, taking pub lic stands

An opportunity to break out of the situation presented itself
when a much-publicized lesbian film named ‘Girlfriend” was
attacked. As Parma, we responded to protests against an allegedly
‘lesbian” and commercial film, called ‘Girlfriend.” Following which
newspapers contacted us including the regional newspapers and
magazines. They wanted interviews of people involved in Parma.
In talking with the regional newspapers we could reach the women
within Gujarat who read and wrote Gujarati. Those of us lesser
known as Vikalp activists met the journalists under Parma and
insisted that the PO box number be talked of in the article as well.
The strategy paid off and since then many more women have got
in touch across different classes — working and middle class, many
of them out of Baroda, as far as southern India. It became clear
that the middle class women needed a space as much as the
working class lesbian women. The material comforts were no
compensation for isolation and an expressed need for sharing
and simply talking. We have since attempted meeting some of
them in Gandhinagar, Ahmedabad, Rajkot and Surendernagar,
to others we have spoken over the telephone and written letters.

Identifying and or ganizing lesbian w omen

We tried to overcome the limitation of class by actively seeking
out lesbian women in the communities where we worked in the
rural, tribal areas and regularizing the contacts we had built during
the time of writing life stories. Going in the field as Vikalp activists
helped in talking about same-sex relationships. Our current work
on the issue revolves round identifying lesbian women, intervening
in individual lives and holding one-to-one interactions. Organizing
out of town day-long trips/picnics has been simpler than holding
shared, large meetings. Most women work in the informal sector
and to find a long stretch of common available time has been
difficult to arrange. Till now we have identified 25 lesbian women
in different parts.

In July 2004, networking with different groups in Mumbai,
Bangalore and Delhi, Parma planned a workshop with LABIA.
The women who we were in touch with expressed eagerness and
willingness to join in the workshop. However we made the mistake
of talking aloud with a media woman about the forthcoming
workshop, we also shared the fact that women who loved women
lived in the tribal areas as well. The news story published on the
day of the workshop by two names prevented some of the women
from joining the workshop. They felt they had to be seen in the
neighborhood on the days the workshop was to take place so as
to prove otherwise.

But for another woman the workshop became an excuse to
venture out to meet her girl friend. Her parents had met and
knew us as Vikalp activists. Before the workshop, the woman had
told her parents that she would be going to attend Vikalp’s three-

day workshop. On the designated day she left the house early,
her parents assuming that she would be joining us. Later however
when her parents read the story with our names under a different
organization, they called us and wanted us to send their daughter
back. Shocked, they did not expect ‘us’ to support ‘such people’.
However her absence from the workshop and the fact that we
had no idea about her whereabouts saved us from telling her
parents the full truth and we succeeded in keeping the
communication open with her parents and with her. We let her
know her parents had called and advised her to talk to them. On
the other hand, through the news story, women learnt about Parma
and tried desperately to get in touch. The process taught us that
being ‘open and out’ determined by a number of factors has to
also be carefully planned.

Inter ventions and fact-finding visits

Parma has made several interventions to enable choices of
people in same-sex relationships. In January 2006, the elopement
of two girls from oppressed backgrounds involved Parma and
ensuring safety to the two women involved intense networking at
various levels. It also enabled us to see the places at which the
police and several other institutions such as the law, family connive
to thwart choices of homosexual people. Fact-finding visits such
as the alleged suicide of two women in Mehasana district has
raised for us the crucial questions of protection of women and
the need to include issues of same-sex relationships in the wider
campaigns of violence against women.

As we progress and mature we see the need to address and
approach sexuality as related to various vulnerable groups
including women who are single and sex workers. As Parma we
have recently begun work with men who identify themselves as
having same-sex relationships.

B Maya Sharma feminist writer and activist in Indian Women's
movement and LGBT (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual Transgender) movement.
Presently she is working with grassroots women's organizations 'VIKALP'
/ 'PARMA" in Baroda, Guijrat.
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Queering Justice: Polymorphously Yours

Sutanuka

Boi-mela 2006 theke Boimela 2007 .: ek boc hhor kete g elo

| joined Sappho for Equality in November 2005 and in
the last Kolkata Book Fair (Jan-Feb, 2006) many of you must
have seen me with some others, distributing Swakanthey in the
fair. It was the first time that | experienced the famous Kolkata
Book Fair — for which book lovers, not only from Kolkata but from
across the country and abroad look forward to eagerly, and, to
which some of my friends refer as “the ten-day long carnival,
post-Christmas” —in a completely different way. The 2006 Kolkata
Book Fair found me moving around excitedly not as a book lover
but as a news hawker trying to voice the anguish of some of my
friends who have been labeled by our society as ‘sexually
marginalized women’ and denied their right to live. Yes, | tried to
reach out to people by selling Swakanthey along with my friends
of Sappho and Sappho for Equality.

There were a few who expressed concern and interest about
the issue. However, most of the responses were indicative of the
extent of homophobia present among us. Young girls and boys
ran away. Some intended to buy but were unable to do so, either
due to strong peer pressure or due to “spouse pressure”. One
commented: “I cannot imagine a world with such women”. Some
seemed to have no time to think about such issues and showed
their impatience rather openly, while others were totally unaware
of the fact and did not want to get info such complexities. There
were few who did not believe that my lesbian friends should be
entitled to the right to life; they believed such ‘abnormalities” and
‘perversions’ pollute our ‘'normal’ society.

Are homosexuals abnormal?

Then what is normal?

What is the reason for such homophobia?

Do my lesbian friends really have no right to live?

Today, it is November 2006 when | am writing this piece
and in these ten months we have lost six of our friends who
committed suicide because this society did not allow them to live
as lesbians. Some of them have left behind suicide notes that
clearly point out societal intolerance towards same-sex couples
as the reason for taking such a drastic step.

“Chand uthec hhe, phool phutec hhe; Kadam lala ye ke?
Hati nac hchhe ghora nac hchhe khukumani-r be”:
Naturaliz ed_Heterose xuality

Mainstream society that propagates compulsory
reproductive heterosexuality as ‘normal’ has set it as a standard
against which non-heterosexuality is held to be ‘abnormal’, thereby
ensuring no sexual rights for them, and furthermore, branding
them as ‘perverts’ and ‘diseased’ — as if heterosexuality has sprung
out of nature. One could argue that if heterosexuality is really as
natural as it is made out to be, then why do we see a girl or boy
child being ‘trained” for a legitimate heterosexual relationship
right from their birth2 A recall of the very commonly used rhymes
sung to make babies sleep in Bengali families would illustrate my
point. “Dol dol duluni ranga mathaye chiruni bor asbe ekhuni
niye jabe tokkhuni” (Rock a’ baby to n’ fro, Comb your hair and
tie a bow, With your husband off you go), is sung in case of a girl
child, whereas, for a boy child it is: “Dol dol duluni ranga mathaye
chiruni bou asbe ekhuni ghore tulbo tokhhuni” (Rock o’ baby rock
n’ roll, Comb it hard n’ style it all, Grab your wife and have a
ball). Several such instances can show how there occurs a constant
reinforcement within us of the myth that heterosexuality is our
only destiny. Thus it can be said that ‘normal’ heterosexuality is a
construct. And we continuously live in the trap of the heterosexual
norms and standards thinking them to be ‘natural” and therefore
‘normal’. However, we overlook the politics behind this

v

naturalization — the politics of ‘heir ship’ — the belief that a
successor of the human race can only be born out of a ‘legitimate’
(within marriage) monogamous heterosexual union. While a
heterosexual relationship between an unmarried couple is looked
down upon, a child born out of such a relationship is labeled as
illegitimate and abused as bastard by the society.

‘By ang-e-dersaath bhaic hole thela ganite , chalec hhilo biy e
khhete pharing-er barite”: Compulsor y Heter osexuality

It is apparent that in order to fit into the existing societal
order one has to practice compulsory heterosexuality such that
there is no place for those who do not. Thus we keep witnessing
more and more suicides of our lesbian friends, while the State
remains unmoved. But the question that asks itself is: if the State
ensures sexual rights to the non-heterosexuals just like the ones
enjoyed by the heterosexuals, will the suicides end? Before
discussing about the sexual rights of non-heterosexual people let
us take a look at the sexual rights which the members of the
heteronormative society are believed to be entitled to. Let me
explain from the beginning. Sexual rights are those rights that
enable one to express his or her sexuality. However, in the existing
patriarchal heteronormative society men and women are seen as
the “opposite sexes” such that the two “opposite” sexes are
deemed fit for two exclusive social/gender roles. The male sex is
presumed to posses a masculine gender role understood as
physically strong, intellectually ambitious and sexually charged,
while the female quite complimentarily is thought to be endowed
with the attributes of femininity i.e., physically beautiful,
intellectually intuitive and sexually desirable/seductive. Even their
desires are said to follow different trajectories. Sexually and
otherwise, the masculine gender role is to initiate, activate,
penetrate and ejaculate. The feminine role, quite complementarily,
is fo resist, respond, receive and reproduce. Sex-gender-desire is
thus conceived as each flowing naturally into the other to en-
gender, institute two water-tight identities that are believed to be
opposites and in opposition. Such a binary, oppositional,
heterosexual framework brings forth a dynamics of asymmetry,
subordination, domination and violation. For example, it a man
desires to desist from penetrative sex with a woman, refuses the
norm of marriage or rejects ‘fatherhood’, he is looked down upon
as an emasculated — ‘effeminate’” man. In other words he is
labeled as ‘abnormal’ by the society. Again, a heterosexual
woman, who does not play by the gender stereotype and takes a
proactive role in the sexual act is abused as a ‘whore’. On the
other hand, a woman who does not conform to male desire is
labeled as frigid, and those who reject marriage and/or
motherhood are not cordially accepted in the society either. Hence,
sexual ‘rights’ that seem to be naturally given to the ‘normal’
heterosexuals are based on a very narrow and hegemonic
imagination of legitimate (within marriage) monogamous
penetrative reproductive able-bodied and reasonable sexuality.

If | analyze further the ‘normal sexuality’ in the existing
patriarchal society it would be found to be androcentric and
phallocentric as well. The realm of so-called ‘normal” sexuality
holds a man'’s sexual desire as central. For example, ‘mainstream’
society often grants legitimization to eve-teasers, by rationalizing
that it is natural for a man to tease a woman who ‘provokes’
male sexual urge by dressing ‘seductively’. In other words, man’s
sexual aggression is not only held natural, it is also believed that
woman’s sexuality consists only in responding and reproducing
man'’s sexuality and if they fail to do so, they stand the danger of
being violated. A man’s imagination of penetrative and
reproductive sexuality is given paramount importance, rather it is
considered to be The Sexuality and woman’s sexuality can only
complement it. Another example can be the complete
invisibilization, and thereby, societal legitimization of marital rape.



This imagination of sexuality in actuality contradicts a
person’s right to preference and self-determination. The legal
system that holds heterosexuality as standard, normal, natural,
legal and safe, and discriminates non-heterosexuality, fails to
ensure equal sexual rights to members of the heteronormative
society itself, because it is unable to address the variety of sexual
expressions (sexual behaviour) within the fold of heterosexuality.
Hence, it is evident that the State as well as the civil society ensures
rights only to those who abide by the given hegemonic order (a
gender sexuality stereotyping based on his/her anatomical sex
i.e., the genitalia s/he is born with).

“Bristi pore tapur tupur nade elo ban,  shibthakur -er biy e
holo tin kan ya dan”: Hegemonic Heter ose xuality

In the present milieu, claiming sexual rights by non-
heterosexuals means asking the State and society for benevolence,
asking them to widen their rooms such that non-heterosexuals
can also be included in it (included in the faulty legal system
where its so-called ‘normal” members are not entitled with equal
rights). Further, this demand for acceptance within the ‘mainstream’
does not question the terms of inclusion and the given legal status.

To explain further, | would like to quote a report from
Hindustan Times (4.11.2006) ‘Gay wedding enters Orissa’s tribal
life” by Soumyaiit Pattnaik.

Bhubaneswar: LESBIAN MARRIAGES have entered tribal
societies. And the response has been less hostile than
in the urban milieu. Two tribal women, Wateka Palang
(30) and Maleka Nilsa (25) of Narayanpatna block in
the Koraput district tied the knot recently and celebrated
the occasion according to tribal customs and by
throwing a party.

The tribals’ practice of bridegrooms offering dowry
to the bride was also followed with Palang’s family
fulfilling the customary requirements. Palang’s mother,
a recent beneficiary of the local adult literacy
programme, arranged for the dowry — a cow, a liquor
bottle and some cash —to be given to the bride’s family.

The two women met during a play in their locality.
For both, it was ‘love at first sight’. As their interactions
increased along with their intimacy, they decided to
live together and both the families eventually accepted
the proposition of their lesbian marriage.

This report informs us that the tribal society of Orissa has
acknowledged the same-sex love between Waketa and Maleka.
They have included the lesbian couple in their ‘mainstream’ tribal
society, which is a rare occurrence among the so-called
‘developed’ and ‘empowered’ societies. However, the tribal society
did not give up their heteronormative behavior — the norm that
culmination of love is only possible through marriage; marriage
is only possible between a groom (male partner either by gender
or by sex) and a bride (the female partner either by gender or by
sex); marriage is not complete without the ritual of dowry. Though
the tribal society accepted the proposition of the lesbian marriage,
there were conditions tied to it — conditions to get included in the
‘mainstream’. Waketa and Maleka had to walk the path of hetero-
patriarchy to the extent that Waketa’s (the bride) mother had to
arrange the customary dowry for Maleka’s (the groom) family.
Therefore it is evident that achieving rights and wishing to get
included in the ‘mainstream’ necessarily fixes us within a set of
conditions, which we have to abide by. Consequently the
‘mainstream’ norms remain unquestioned, within the ‘mainstream’
as also at the ‘margin’.

Plurality vs pol ymorphosity

In the preceding section we have seen how by allowing
same-sex marriages, the ‘mainstream’ accommodates plurality
without facing any challenge to their norms. Plurality comes from
the word plural meaning more than one; several things occurring
together, each with a fixed core identity. Polymorphosity on the
other hand, comes from polymorph meaning many-formed i.e.,
the same thing occurring in many forms. Waketa and Maleka are
included in the ‘mainstream’ heterosexual society in a happy

pluralism that accepts their lesbian identity. This immutable lesbian
identity even bound them within strict norms where they have to
behave in a particular way. Moreover they have to maintain this
identity to remain included in the ‘mainstream’. But sexual
behaviors/desires are always in flux and thus it becomes impossible
to try and categorize them under different immutable identities.
The fluidity of sexuality can only be understood if we could imagine
it to be polymorphous, as existing and being expressed
continuously in changed forms such that it is impossible to fix it in
any rigid, watertight identity. The quote below by Akshay Khanna
(2005) will explain what | mean by polymorphosity.

| have a penis that | love, she’s called a pussy in some
circles. My ltalian lover has a pussy too, sometimes.
Am | straighte Am | gay? Am | bisexual?
When | had just started moving around in the definedly
non-heterosexual circles (maybe | should call them
‘gay’), this question tortured every moment of self-
reflection. Tormented by ‘you’re just in denial that you
are gay’, and alternatively, ‘face it, you are straight,
but you say you're not just because its cool’, | spent
many nights staring at the mirror asking myself, what
am I2 ... | never did come to terms with ‘the fact’ that
| was gay. Or bisexual. | decided not to. | decided,
privileged as | was, that | did not need to name myself
on the basis of my desires. There was something wrong
if whom | fucked said everything about what | am.
['‘Beyond Sexuality (2)" in Because | Have a Voice. Queer Politics
in India ed. Arvind Narrain and Goutam Bhan]

Akshay Khanna names his penis a pussy —a term commonly
referring to the vagina in ‘mainstream’. Thus we can assume that
he loves to believe himself as a possessor of a vagina. Again he
states that his ltalian lover also has a pussy sometimes. The word
sometimes is to be noted here — the ltalian lover possesses a
penis; however at times he loves to believe his penis to be a pussy
i.e. a vagina. Here both Akshay Khanna and his ltalian lover
refuse to fit themselves in neat slots of straight, gay or bisexual by
defining their selves, based on sexual desires. However, under
the Heterosexual Order we often find that a man/woman who
desires for their ‘opposite sex” is given an immutable identity of a
straight man/woman. On the other hand a man/woman with
same-sex preferences is labeled with an equally immutable identity
of a gay or a lesbian.

Gays and lesbians are consequently discriminated from
the ‘majority’, ‘normal’ ‘mainstream’ straight men/women and
abused as ‘perverts’, ‘diseased’, ‘abnormal’, ‘unnatural’, such
that in the face of immense social ostracization they are even
compelled to kill themselves. To combat this reality of
discrimination and the overwhelming homophobic attitude in the
society, marginalized sexuality groups have carried on a sustained
campaign. They have demanded legal reforms that recognize
their sexuality as non-criminal and ensure them a safe and non-
discriminatory environment. All such movements for sexual rights
have based their claims to a legitimate space on a certain self-
identity. This claim to recognition, acknowledgement of what one
is, is further premised on the ability to define oneself clearly. The
proliferating modes of acknowledging one’s particular erotic sense
of self has resulted in more and more communities being identified
everyday based on specific sexual practices and behaviours, for
example, gay, lesbian, bisexual, intersex, queer and so on. But as
we see from the above quote it is not only difficult but practically
impossible to confine sexuality into distinct boxes with permanent
labels. Sexuality is polymorphous and necessarily in flux. Any
assertions of an identity based on one’s sexuality are problematic.
So is the project of sexual rights based on sexual identities. There
always remains the risk of excluding someone or the other (who
does not fit in the present definition), whenever a rights claim is
proposed on the basis of a certain (sexual) identity group. This
risk of exclusion can only be eliminated, at least to a certain
extent, if sexuality is conceptualized in terms other than those of a
core identity or selfhood.

However, | am not asking to stop the campaign for
repealing or reforming IPC 377. Indeed the rights framework can
function as an important means to point out exclusions operating
under the normative garb of taboos, conventions and traditions.



But we should also understand that the discourse of rights can
often become a good method for normativization (as we have
seen from the news report quoted above). They function only to
lessen or change the conditions of discrimination rather than
challenging the systems of subordination. Moreover, claiming rights
is inevitably a demonstration of empowerment. Rights are for those
who have a voice, who have mastered the language and method
to represent self-interests, in other words a subject of masculine
rationality.

Perhaps what we need is a queering of the law. By queering
the law | mean to radically rethink the presumptions that inform
law, its institutions and the social order. Even if changes are
made in IPC 377 to benefit the non-heterosexuals, if these changes
takes off from the basic assumption that heterosexuality is the
normal, conventional, natural or the majoritarian way of life, then
such changes however progressive shall remain confined within
the courtroom and it would not impact the lives of the non-
heterosexuals in any better way. The existing homophobia would

prevail. Parents would protect their children from becoming queer
or would try to cure their ‘queerness’.
Queering the world can open new horizons of sexuality where
everybody could live their polymorphosities beyond the binaries
of male/female, masculine/feminine, hetero/homo, active/
passive and so on. As stated by one of my seniors, to change the
world view, our wor(l)d view should be changed first. From the
rhymes sung to babies, to the slangs used in a friends’ bash, we
need to understand the politics of language because it is the
medium through which the ‘mainstream’ worldview is upheld as
‘normal” and all other possibilities are labeled ‘abnormal’, and
consequently pushed to the margin. We need to change the
language of our thoughts, we need to change the language
through which the world is made visible and knowable to us.
Only by challenging the familiar, by queering the normal, can
we dream of changing the world. For this we need to open our
thought processes to different possibilities.

B Sutanuka - active member of Sappho for Equality

Am | that sex? When our lips speak gender sexuality together

contd. from page 2

seemed to have lost out on our earlier insights. While we conceded
that there are differences within the category of women itself —
differences of race, of sexual identity, of culture and ethnicity, of
class, what remained unexamined were the terms of identifying
oneself as woman, which also leads to the question: what is
woman?¢ We have arrived at this answer by presuming woman’s
difference from man. But then what is the status of this (sexual)
difference: is it ontologically foundational or culturally imposed?
Is it determined by difference in bodies or is the different experience
of embodiment itself determined by a domain of cultural
meanings¢ How do we define woman or for that matter man?
The category of anatomical sex as defining woman, no longer
stands immutable and this was well demonstrated through the
debates that emerged around the participation of transsexual and
transgender people in the just concluded conference. Such
questions remained unexplored throughout the four days of the
conference ... in all sessions.

Feminism as a theory to analyze and resist women'’s oppression
is not the name of a war against men. Feminism is a way of
understanding the totality of life, including that of men. Men and
women do not share a relation of oppression akin to that shared

between, say, the bourgeois and the proletariat or the upper caste
and the dalits. Men and women also share a relation of love and
emotional bonding, which cannot be reduced to the strategic
moves of a war, to be charted out in the secrecy of a barrack.
Women coming to the conference do go back to their loved ones
at home (many of them being biological male) unlike any other
gathering where the enemy lines are more clearly drawn. While
the desire to come to terms with one’s life situations in the solitude
of a safe space and build a movement of solidarity with like-
minded/like-bodied people is appreciable, the tendency to
constrict both solitude and solidarity in the unquestioned ghetto
of biological sex is not desirable. The complexities of women's
lived lives cannot be grasped without a proper understanding of
the sex-gender process. The understanding of sex gender has to
infuse the whole atmosphere of the women’s movement and not
be restricted to a single discussion room of the ‘marginalized
genders and sexualities’. The movement to make the world a
better place to live in is not a war to be fought and won; it is a
process of learning from both sides ... from above and below ...
through a necessary challenging of the known, the familiar and
the secure.

B Ranjita - psychiatrist and active member of Sappho for Equality
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LESBIANISM
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Amit Ranjan Basu

This research documents the formation of Sappho,
the first support group for Lesbian, Bisexual and
Transgender Women in Kolkata and Eastern India
by exploring the narratives of its founder members
and constructing the context in which it emerged.
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