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The Politics of
Lesbian Visibility in Indian
Socio-Cultural Context

Akanksha

Background

In our country India, women have a long history of
subjugation. In such a society where sex is discussed only in
whispers, getting to express women’s sexual desire/freedom
Is thus a dream, and on top of that, if the sexual desire is
expressed for another woman, it is an unpardonable crime.
Basically the society is engaged in perpetuating the rigid
compulsory hetero-normative monogamist patriarchal
structure where family is the primary unit. All those who
do not fall into this framework are considered threats to
morality and to society at large. In response to this threat,
the system tries to deny the existence of those deviating from
the ‘norm’. Hence, in a country like mine, a lesbian has to
live life in a state of socially enforced invisibility and spend
her life in a struggle to accommodate herself constantly in
the ‘heterosexual order’ of the society. In such an atmosphere
lesbians often hate themselves, live in shamed secrecy, try to
‘cure’ themselves by resorting to quacks or forcing themselves
into marriage, and even attempt suicide, individually or
jointly. These oppressions and sufferings have been
completely ignored by most political parties and social
activists, including the supposedly radical ones. Most of
them believe that “such issues” are not important since
Indians face other “life-and-death” issues. However, for
many Indian women with same-sex preference their
sexuality does remain a “life-and-death” issue. Under these
circumstances most Indian lesbians have been compelled
to become invisible. This invisibility is more enhanced due
to the threat of Section 377 of Indian Penal Code that
criminalizes homosexuality.

This was actually the backdrop against which
Sappho, the first emotional support group for lesbians,
bisexual women and transgender (LBT) persons in Kolkata,
India emerged in 1999. Itis my lived experience that depicts
what it is to be a lesbian in a society like us. It was a struggle
for my same-sex partner and me to find out people of similar
mindset even within the metropolis of Kolkata. My partner
and |, along with two other lesbian couples founded
Sappho, in an attempt to ensure that no woman with same-
sex preference has to go through the struggle that we faced
to get in touch with our own folk.



Visibility within the community

In the early days when Sappho was formed as an emotional
support group, we had to be very careful about maintaining
confidentiality of our members’ identities and our meeting places.
We couldn't even find a safe place for holding our regular meetings.
In those initial days a daylong monthly meeting was generally the
space where members used to come together and share their
personal experiences of their families and the outside world, their
problems and crises, their dreams and desires. The feeling that they
are not alone, that they can open up and pour their hearts to each
other without any hesitation, that they can have a space which they
can rightfully call their own, gave tremendous amount of affirmation
to the group members. I consider it as a kind of visibility within
safe space of the support group. It is basically a process of making
the self visible in the community, towards an acceptance, after a
long isolated cocooned life.

On the other hand, to address the need to visibilize the
existence of Sappho to other people of the community we began to
run a crisis intervention-cum-information helpline
(+919831518320; 10am - 9pm; 7 X 11 hrs) to reach out to LBT
persons in need and to any other interested person seeking
information about LBT issues. We advertised our helpline through
the leading newspapers, periodicals and our own IEC (Information,
Education and Campaign) materials and newsletters; as a result we
kept on receiving numerous calls every day, some of whom have
later on joined the group. Our organization’s visibility to LBT
community scattered all over the country increased manifold
through a biannual, bilingual newsletter and other publications
sold and displayed at as many places within the country as possible.
Our target population had come to know about our organization,
programs and the services offered from these materials. Today we
proudly declare that within the LGBT community Sappho is a name
that commands recognition and honour.

Visibility within the public domain

The significance of our public presence is “Right to Live —
Right to Love”. We are very cautious about the degree of exposure
to public gaze. In our understanding ‘visibility’ always carries the
meaning of making issues visible, not the person concerned. We
know that we are in the nascent stage of the movement. Too much
of exposure may put us in a disadvantageous position or endanger
the LBT community since till date we have to live with the threat
of the draconian Section 377 of Indian Penal Code and above all
we are women as well and women are still treated as “second class
citizen” here in my country.

With the advent of Sappho numerous evidences of atrocities
on its members flooded our heart, breaking the limit of tolerance.
We were bewildered by the endless violence our members suffered
just due to their sexual orientation. In many cases, when the parents
came to know about their daughter’s sexual choice, they terminated
all financial support for education, especially for vocational training
as it could help the girl to find a job. One of them somehow
managed a job but the girl’s mother went straightway to the
employer and disclosed her daughter’s sexual orientation, as a result
of which she lost her job. The same incident was repeated twice in
her life. Marriage pressure is another common incident in most of
the girls’ lives. They always become victims of different sorts of
emotional blackmailing. One girl’s parents insisted that she should
commit suicide for not getting married to the person of their choice,
since it would then be easier for them to face society rather than
having a living homosexual daughter. A girl was kept under lock
and key in a small dark room. After three months when she came
out of the confinement she temporarily lost her vision. The sunrays

damaged her retina. It took a long time to get back her sight.
Another girl was forced to go to a temple and recite mantras to get
rid of her evil partner. After some days when her family members
realized that worshipping could avail of nothing, they sent their
daughter to her maternal uncle’s house, far away from the city
where her maternal uncle attempted to rape her. She requested
her father to take her back home but was refused and was told that
it was a cock and bull story made up by her so that she could come
back to her lover. She then fled from her maternal uncle’s house,
collecting her passage money by selling her used clothes. Now she
has been disowned by her family. Forget about physical torture,
there are several cases where the girls had been taken to quacks
and subjected to aversion therapy to cure homosexuality, even after
the World Health Organization has struck out homosexuality from
its list of mental illnesses in 1981!*

Such constant denial of natural freedom set our back against
the wall which ultimately led us to revolt. We started to recognize
the discrimination and came to terms with the fact that this is a
denial of human rights. We subscribe to the idea that “unless a
substantial number of women in a community come to believe
they have rights and demand to exercise them, rights remair21 an
abstraction. Rights and empowerment are interconnected.” So
we have always prioritized self-empowerment and economic
independence as the pre-condition for a life of dignity, grace, power
and free choice in this homophaobic society. With increasing number
of women joining us and empowered by each other’s experiences
we then declared — support or deny we exist. Our unity gave us
strength and courage enough to take decision about making Sappho
visible to the larger society, because our voices must be heard. \We
stepped into the outer world. We started to join, collaborate and
organise public programmes. It was then that each of us strategically
took pseudonames while challenging the society. We started to live
a dual existence. One was our official existence and the other
rebellious. Pseudonames served as disguise in the public sphere.
The seed of the rights oriented movement to fight discrimination
and hatred against women who are marginalized on basis of sexual
orientation was thus germinated.

Along the way we also realized that the sources of most of
the atrocities are within the society of which we are part and our
movement would only be successful if we involve the common
people of the society. It is, therefore, immensely important to work
within the civil society making non-homosexual citizens proactive
in advocacy for our rights. To ensure a life of dignity for LBT
persons, attitudinal change of the society is important and no
societal change can take place without any collective effort of the
society from inside. Just sticking together within acommunity based
support group would never sensitize general people to overcome
all the hostilities and hesitations against homosexuals, lesbians in
particular. The social, legal and political space for a woman with
same-sex preference would never be achieved by restricting ourselves
to asupport group. It would only replicate the dynamics of a ghetto.
This belief led us to create the platform, Sappho for Equality, where
anyone who supports our cause can join irrespective of gender and
sexual orientation. Sappho for Equality was registered as a non-
governmental organization in 2003. But Sappho still exists as the
informal support group of LBT persons. Sappho for Equality is our
first attempt to build a coalition with the non-queer section of the
society through their direct involvement in a movement that
questions the assumptions of ‘mainstream’ sexual practices and
norms. Thus a shift from identity based politics to a politics of
standpoint marked our journey from Sappho to Sappho for Equality.
The objective has been to induce more and more people to
challenge the norms and institutions that govern our daily lives
and thoughts such that such a rethinking can cause an end to
homophobia. Sappho for Equality is thus a platform for anyone



and everyone, who seek to question the organized workings of
homophobia, compulsory heterosexism and heteronormativity
leading to a full-fledged sexuality rights movement in the eastern
part of India.

This strategy which we consider as the outcome of a politics
of inclusion has proved to be effective for us as we are jointly working
with many heterosexual members for advocacy against homophobia.
This resulted both in making us visible and addressing the issue of
homosexuality appropriately in the society. Since Sappho for Equality
extends its hands to all cross-sections of the society irrespective of
gender and sexual orientation, it has become easier for the LBT
community persons to challenge the society from this platform with
the official identity. It seems to me that the days of fighting from
behind the screen of pseudonames are gone and we are more visible
in a meaningful straightforward way, relieved from the burden of
carrying dual identities.

From 2004 onwards we started publishing our bi-annual
bi-lingual magazine Swakanthey (in her own voice) and distributing
thousands of copies from our table and through field hawking in
the famous Kolkata International Book Fair. Presently our magazine
has acquired a place within the well known Little Magazines 3 in
Kolkata. WWe have finally been able to proclaim an open platform to
starta dialogue on sexuality and politics of LBT community through
Swakanthey. It becomes an excellent opportunity for us to reach
out to thousands of general public face to face with our magazine
and IEC materials. We also expand our visibility this way.

Visibility within women's movement

In 2000, Sappho became a member of Maitree (meaning
friendship), which is a forum of various activist groups, individuals
and NGOs working for women’s rights in West Bengal. It was never
an open-armed embrace, but we never gave up. The reason behind
was simple: women’s movement cannot bypass the fact that leshian
rights are women's rights and human rights as well. Asa LBT rights
group, we are also talking about women’s rights, particularly women's
sexuality rights. It is simply a give and take strategy. We support
other women’s rights issues, learn about their causes, extend a helping
hand and these women’s rights groups also by and by have started
regarding sexuality issues in general and LBT issues in particular as
an important component of the larger women’s movement.
Domestic violence and violation against women have been the
common starting point of our dialogue.

But at the same time there is also a sense of alienation when
it comes to the specific issue of leshianism in spite of the fact that
lesbianism is inalienably linked to feminism and the movement of
women’s emancipation and thereby needs special attention. The
mainstream women’s movement in West Bengal had been operating
through a monocle of gender to analyze and attack patriarchy. We
are trying to introduce the second lens, the sexuality gaze. WWe had
started working with our partner organizations in the women’s
movement to provide a thorough understanding of sexuality &
homosexuality and to connect sexuality with other women’s rights
issues that these organizations work with. Through this we attempt
to contextualize sexuality in the mainstream women’s rights
movement, but the chasm that exists between feminism and
lesbianism seems too wide to bridge. Non-understanding and
trivialization of sexuality issues had always been the main challenge
within the mainstream women’s movement in West Bengal. It has
been a general contention and a position taken by many feminists
that it is rather imprudent to talk about women’s sexuality when
there are arguably other more urgent issues like employment and
poverty, literacy and skill acquisition, violence against women
(domestic and sexual) that should necessarily demand more
attention. So far sexuality has been discussed as a fringe area only

in crisis situations like rape, sexual assault, harassment in the work
place etc., and then again feminist intellectual and political
intervention in these situations have mostly been premised on the
assumption that heterosexuality is a natural kind — hence beyond
the scope of feminist questioning. Sexuality per se was a taboo since
inception of autonomous women's movement in this state. As the
main leaders and activists came from a leftist background, sexuality
was regarded as bourgeois or private matter of individual choice.
Homosexuality was a non-issue to most of these women’s rights
activists; either it was invisible to them or considered an aberration
in behaviour of individual persons. That it was a patriarchal gaze in
itself to view women asexually or within the heteronormative
framework only, was never considered at all.

Initially our entry into Maitree was also fraught with tension,
disbelief, disregard and we even used to be jeered at. Today the
situation is perhaps changing slowly on repeated hammering.
Sexuality has now been started to be treated as an issue, not only in
its negativity as sexual violence but also as a positive issue of sexuality
rights. We are continuously engaged in convincing the women's
rights activists to rethink their position vis-a-vis homosexuality and
to take part in our workshops to know more about LBT issues.
How sexual orientation is not just a private matter is the question
that we have successfully been able to raise within the women’s
movement.

The 7th National Conference of Autonomous Women'’s
Movements whose catch line was ‘Affirming Diversities, Resisting
Divisiveness’ took place from 9th to 12th September 2006 in
Kolkata. It was a landmark event for Sappho for Equality as we
were one of the organizers of this conference as well as a participant.
Refusing to be cornered by all the conflicts between women's rights
movement and leshian rights movement we put together all our
resources and embarked on the project of maximizing our visibility
to the best of our abilities. This national conference has become a
medium to put forward diverse sexualities and gender identity issues
as one of the focal themes within the women’s movements. It was a
battle fought not only for inclusion of LBT rights, but also for the
male to female transgender people who wanted to join this
conference and were turned down initially. Through this
conference we realized a number of our objectives. In this Kolkata
conference, for the first time there was this parallel daylong session
on sexuality where by sharing lived experiences of LBT persons
from different regions of the country it was seen how lesbian
visibility was present all over India. As one of the organizers Sappho
for Equality was given a very important charge of arranging
accommaodation for almost 2000 outstation participants from all
over India. Asan LBT rights group this acceptance and recognition
from mainstream women’s rights movement was much needed to
bring forth the LBT rights issues and strengthen the bonding
between women's rights and LBT rights. Sappho for Equality as a
sexuality rights organization acquired visibility not only regionally
but also nationally. I can still hear those affirming slogans shouted
aloud in chorus while rallying through the city streets in broad
daylight, “Lesbian rights human rights, let us join, let us fight”!

Today after a lot of efforts lesbian issues have started getting
noticed. We are expecting greater involvement of the mainstream
women’s rights organizations regarding sexuality rights issues, as
Sappho for Equality firmly believes that sexual identity is an integral
part of awoman’s overall identity.

Visibility within movements of other marginalized
population

Sappho for Equality has always included other radical social
movements and like-minded people from all walks of life in their
endeavor and also tried to make alliances with other marginalized



population like persons with mental illness. The stigma attached
with persons with mental illness is as destructive as the illness itself.
In our society hardly anybody pays attention for their rights. Only
a few number of organizations like Anjali, a human rights based
mental health organization and Ishwar Sankalpa, an organization
working for homeless mentally ill persons in Kolkata are working
for their rights, rehabilitation and re-integration into the society.
Sappho for Equality has always been supportive towards their causes
and is directly involved in their work as volunteers. We have also
participated in awareness drives organized by a well known mental
health institution Antaragram, in our state \West Bengal.

Just some decades back homosexuals were treated as
mentally ill. In Indian context, till date, parents of LGBT persons
take their children to the psychiatrists to ‘cure” homosexuality and
some of the mental health professionals gladly treat them and ‘cure’
homosexuality with aversion therapy! It is the kinship through
marginalization and stigmatization that made us form the affinity
bridges with these organizations. It is some kind of symbiotic
relationship that originates from reciprocative validation and
visibility.

Visibility within academia

The empowerment tool in the 21st century is knowledge.
So to empower ourselves and educate the public we set up the
sexuality resource centre, Chetana (meaning conscience), which is
the most concrete step towards our visibility. As the name suggests,
Chetana aspires to create awareness about sexuality, with special
focus on same-sex love among women. More concretely, the
resource center provides information on LGBT issues in the form
of books, periodicals, news clippings, audio and video cassettes,
CDs, DVDs, photographs, posters, advocacy materials etc.
Alongside, the center also provides facilities for personal and legal
counseling for LBT persons and their families through the service
of experts in the respective fields. Chetana has already embarked
on an extensive program of knowledge-sharing through seminars,
workshops, study-circles and film screenings, held on a regular basis.
Chetana’s library is expanding everyday and promises to become a
treasure trove of all kinds of literature on sexuality with reprographic
services and audio-visual facilities.

We usually engage ourselves in advocacy awareness
campaigns in educational and other public institutions. We had
participated as resource team in seminars organized by Jadavpur
University English Department (Queer Studies), Calcutta University
Sociology Department and National University of Juridical Sciences.
We were invited to present research papers on lesbian activism in
the 7th Subaltern Studies Conference in New Delhi in January
2004 and Sarai, Centre for the Study of Developing Societies in
New Delhi in August 2004. Apart from these, through our sexuality
resource center we have been catering to the students of educational
institutions like Tata Institute of Social Sciences, Mumbai and other
local colleges who use our center for their research and dissertation
works.

An extremely strong medium of visibilizing our issues are
our publications. A collection of oral narratives in vernacular
(Bengali) titled: Chhih! Tumi Naaki... (Shame! Areyou...) by LBT
persons along with a separate section where many of civil society
members have given their account of their association with Sappho
for Equality and the sexuality rights movement, was published in
collaboration with a mainstream publishing house. The book has
not only received very favourable reviews from print and electronic
media, it has been well accepted by the general readership. The
first edition of the book was exhausted within a year and the second
edition has been published. We have recently started a Research
Paper Series the first of which (Lesbianism in Kolkata by Dr. Amit

Ranjan Basu, independent researcher, Social Science and Mental
Health) was published on 20 June 2006. Wke are presently working
on the second of the series, an extensive research on lesbian narratives
which will be published within a very short period of time. The
outcome of the research will be used as text in the University
curriculum of Queer Studies.

Another project taken towards making lesbian issues visible
was the publishing of the first book in the Contemporary Queer
Literature Series planned by Sappho for Equality. It is a book of
poems, the first of its kind in Bengali, our regional language, by
one of our group members openly proclaiming its queer origin
and identity.

Visibility in the media

The role of media behind any social movement especially
of the minorities goes beyond questioning. For the last two
centuries, Indian media, in all its forms, opted to be ignorant, non-
conversant, numb and silent about issues of homosexuality,
especially with women. The media in Kolkata started being
conversant on the issue with the event of “Fire” (the first Indian
film made on the story of an affair between two women). Articles,
editorials, letters to the editor contributed to making the issue visible
in public domain. As Sappho came into being, there were articles
published in print media and TV shows on the issue but those
were all sensational rather than being sensitive and supportive. Of
course there were a few exceptions always. To sensitize the society
the positive attitude of the media plays a vital role.

Our very effective media strategy is collaborating with TV
producers, news personnel and independent journalists to reach
out to the general mass and LBT persons and their families giving
out information as well as campaigning for support to end
discrimination based on sexual orientation. There are quite a
number of cases of violence against LBT persons where we had
intervened directly having come to know about such incidents from
newspaper reporting. Refusing to become visible solely depending
on the media personnel — we ourselves have taken responsibility to
bring our issues in front of the public gaze by making short films
on the life stories of our group members and screening it in our
LGBT film and video festival in the city.

Time is changing positively; we realize that when media
people now-a-days contact us seeking our opinion on different issues
related to homosexuality, or when the electronic media seeks bytes
to make a story on our activities assuring positive portrayal. e are
very much there in the media, clearly visible.

Conclusion

Since the inception of our organization ‘visibility’ has
remained a debatable issue. To Sappho for Equality ‘visibility’ does
not always mean bodily presence or physical existence. Sappho for
Equality is constantly trying to nullify the silence imposed on the
issue of same-sex preference of women by initiating the discourse
in the public domain. Starting as a non-registered identity-based
emotional support group for LBT persons in and around Kolkata
in 1999, we travelled to become a registered, open-to-like-minded
person’s forum for activism for LBT rights in 2003. Through this
voyage We have expressed ourselves, our personal desires and choices,
as well as, pledged our faith in the consorted dream of a
discrimination and violence-free world. Today we are so
challengingly visible, physically as well as in the psyche of the society,
that it is extremely difficult to deny our existence. Still we know
that we have to go many more miles. We have to enhance our

contd. to Page 8
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The Politics of Lesbian Visibility
in Indian Socio-Cultural Context

contd. from Page 4

visibility many folds in areas discussed so far. Visibility in the field
of health and medicine is another milestone to cross. “Without a
visual identity, we have no community, no support network, no
movement. Making ourselves visible is a political act, making
ourselves visible is a continual process”.* So we will go on with our
indomitable spirits. Along the way, | am sure, we shall be able to
win over more support from different cross-sections of the society
to visibilize our issues and validate our rights. Let’s walk hand in
hand, let’s build strand by strand!
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literary movement of small literatures. Contemporaneity and creativity
are the two salient features of little magazines. The Little Magazine
explosion in West Bengal took place after 1961 and changed the
publication gamut. Kolkata Book Fair is always a special space for such
magazines and provides a separate pavilion where many hundreds of such
little magazines from various parts of West Bengal and outside assemble
together.
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From Sisterhood and Feminist Solidarity to Affinity

Professor Dr Saskia E. Wieringa

Introduction

In the seventies and eighties of the last century two major
debates dominated feminism and particularly its potential to
mobilise resistance against women’s subordination: around
sisterhood and solidarity. The concept of sisterhood had become a
key concept around the beginning of the Second Feminist Wave
but was soon criticised for its bourgeois, racist overtones. Focusing
on the concerns of white middle-class women, large segments of
women felt excluded from the call to an all-women’s sisterhood,
supposedly based on a similarly experienced oppression. Solidarity
was then proposed to replace the call for sisterhood. From the 1990s
onwards postmodern thinkers criticised the essentialism upon
which both previously mentioned concepts were based. In its turn
many feared, myself included, that the postmodern emphasis on
the conditionality of truth claims might undermine the whole
feminist project. More recently the call for feminist politics based
on the principles of affinity is heard. Under what conditions are
affinity groups able to more effectively strategise against gender-
based and other kinds of oppression and injustice?

This paper sketches the development in feminist thinking
from sisterhood to affinity. As a case study it assesses a recent attempt
at feminist organizing based on the principle of affinity, the
European Feminist Forum (EFF), organised by the International
Information Centre and Archives for the Women's Movement in
Amsterdam (11AV). The EFF was organised on the principles of
organisation from the bottom up and non-hierarchy. Neither
feminism nor Europe was presented as pre-defined concepts. Rather
individuals were invited to advance the concerns they considered
important for a feminist and European-based forum. The I1AV-
based secretariat mobilised all-European affinity groups with the
use of advanced ICT, via video-conferences, and an inter-active
website. However successful the affinity groups were (at some stage
over 3000 people all over Europe participated in the dialogues) in
the end it was impossible to raise the required funds for the proposed
major event, the coming together of hundreds of self-defined
European feminists in the EFF in June 2008. Was this a conceptual
failure, or did we just run up against the practical limits of feminist
organizing within the European context?

Feminism between sisterhood and solidarity

In the 1970s the burgeoning women’s movement in the
west saw the need to stimulate the creation of a feminist
consciousness. It did so by stressing the commonality of women’s
oppression in the family, sexuality, economics and politics. The fight
against sexism and patriarchy, it was thought, would only be won
if all women would realize the common cause of these evils and act
in solidarity with each other (Morgan 1970). Not only western
women, it was argued, but women the world over suffered from
similar forms of oppression and should act together based on the
inner bond of womanhood (Morgan 1984). Starting in the early
1980s an uneasiness grew with the concept of sisterhood defined
in this way. Women of color charged that the notion of sisterhood
was grounded in a white bourgeois feminism that disregarded issues
of race and class (Hooks 1984; Mohanty 2003). They suggested
the concept of ‘solidarity’ was strategically more powerful. It rested,
they argued, not on the assumption of sameness of oppression and

allowed for a greater differentiation (for instance as far as class and
ethnicity were concerned) of the roots of oppression. The inner
bond that would naturally lead to solidarity was not a pre-given,
stable phenomenon, so they maintained, but should be constructed
in practical political struggles.

Hooks claimed that solidarity cannot grow of itself but needs
a sustained, ongoing commitment. Later Mohanty adds, writing
on transnational feminism, that solidarity should not be seen asa
pre-given phenomenon but should be constituted in practice,
through the process of working together. Thus the challenge is ‘to
construct the universal on the basis of particulars/differences’
(Mohanty 2003: 7). This opened up wide debates on differences
among women and the possibilities of organizing around
differences. What was needed was not a solidarity based on
sameness, but action built on a coalition of ‘solidarity [constructed]
among strangers’, as Dean posited (1996).

Postmodern critiques

Many of these feminist thinkers were influenced by the
postmodernist deconstruction of both the truth claims of various
modernist projects (such as Marxism and liberalism) and of the
supposed unitary subject of these modern streams of thinking. It
was realized that the subject should be seen not as an essential entity
with pre-given characteristics and interests, but as a constructed
one (Benhabib 1992, Butler 1992). Rather than working within
established theoretical traditions, postmodernist thinkers are
thinking in terms of multiple truth claims and heterogeneous
identities, they ‘think in fragments’ as Flax lucidly wrote (1990).

Contrary to those who worked from the idea of a pre-given
sisterhood in which the feminist subject was constituted in advance,
the idea took root that individuals are constructed through a process
of interacting and associating with others. As Bourdieu put it,
individuals are socialized in their particular habitus, which both
organizes their behaviour and produces the emotions belonging
to them (Bourdieu 1980). Women, and for that matter all subjects
are discursively constructed, their position or behaviour is not
naturally given. This creates a dilemma for feminist politics. As
phrased by Haraway: if ‘there is nothing about being “female” that
naturally binds women’, then who should feminist movements
represent (Haraway 1991: 155)? Haraway is the first feminist author
to discuss the possibilities of a politics of coalition-building built
on affinity: “This [postmodernist] identity marks out a self-
consciously constructed space that cannot affirm the capacity to
act on the basis of natural identification, but only on the basis of
conscious coalition, of affinity, of political kinship ’(Haraway 1991
156).

Thinking about feminist and sexual politics on the basis of
affinity opens the ground for the building of rainbow coalitions,
built on shifting political practices. According to the political
project at hand a coalition is built around that project, of people
and organizations who from whatever position they stand on, agree
to collaborate. Thus the web of solidarity is cast much wider: one
doesn't have to ‘be’ a transgender, or a lesbian, or a member of a
minority ethnicity or religion, to fight for that cause. This is a great
step forward from the 1970s, when | remember that fights were
waged as to who might enter the Amsterdam women’s house that
had recently been squatted by us. Only ‘real’ women (whoever



that might be), or also MTF transgenders? (Male plumbers or
electricians were totally banned; this had disastrous effects on the
overall condition of the house at a time when hardly any women
had entered those professions).

Dead end ? Challenges ‘women’ as a category

But how to build a coherent political strategy on the basis
of multiple truths and fleeting identities? Many feminists assert
that postmodern feminism, which sees gender as a construction
and challenges ‘women’ as a category, is a dead end for political
feminism as a movement. Whelehan for instance articulates one of
the common critiques of postmodern anti-essentialism (i.e., the
absence of a unified, stable, universal subject) when she notes that
the postmodern feminist positioning is politically self-defeating from
the very start. Postmodern feminism describes itself as ‘merely’ one
of many discourses, and this positioning provides no tools to defend
itself against ‘current materially and economically powerful political
truth claims’ (Whelehan 1996: 198). According to this argument,
postmodern feminism is a useless political stance, as ‘without a
shared experience of oppression —an identity — political demands
cannot be articulated in the first place’ (LIoyd 2005: 55). A second
critique touches also upon anti-essentialism but approaches it from
a different angle: it argues against the postmodern understanding
of identity ‘as unstable and thus merely “strategic™, and criticizes it
for seeing identity ‘as either naive or irrelevant’ (Mohanty, 2003: 6).

The emergence of affinity

Does the concept of affinity and the practice of building
non-hierarchical, self-defined affinity groups provide a way out of
this postmodern conundrum? The organizers of the EFF at the
1AV decided upon building a European platform in line with the
notion of ‘affinity’, as used by Haraway (1991) and consistent
with Mouffe’s notion of collective identities (Mouffe 2005:2).
Contrary to the idea of an identity based on solidarity, affinity does
not have to be founded on an underlying consensus among
members of the group; political identities are formed in an act of
negating the constructed ‘them’ (Lloyd 2005:163). It is thus not
the commonality of the ‘us’ that binds the affinity group, but rather
the fight against acommon, or at least commonly defined enemy.
The process of defining and thus constructing the enemy, be it
racism, sexism or capitalism binds the identity of those who decide
to oppose it. There appears thus a political frontier between the
‘we’ and the ‘them’ by the act of articulation: new subject-positions
need to be named and accounted for through the negation of
certain ‘them’, for example, as anti-racism, anti-sexism, anti-
capitalism. Thus new, pragmatic and contingent political identities
arise when a political conflict is voiced (Mouffe 2005:18, 78). There
IS no pre-given identity, neither of the ‘we’ nor of the ‘them’, the
enemy, previous to the process of articulation and differentiation.
So the issue of solidarity shifts, from the commonality of oppression
to having a common enemy. This process is deeply political and
always entails the ethical responsibility for making decisions about
unavoidable exclusions. Mouffe uses the Derridian concept of
deciding upon the ‘undecidable’ to indicate the conceptual
impossibility of overcoming differences in the democratic system,
which means that power, and therefore exclusion, constitutes every
social system and every temporary consensus; that is why the conflict
is, and should be, constitutive to a truly pluralist democracy
(Mouffe 2000:136-137).

Prior to Haraway’s discussion of affinity the concept was
articulated in anarchist circles. The first affinity groups were
characterized by a commitment to direct action, close personal
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relationships and an absence of hierarchical structure. The idea of
affinity groups comes from the anarchist and workers' movements
of late 19th century Spain, who later fought against fascism during
the Spanish Civil War. At the same time that the Affinity Group
model was being adopted by the antiwar movement in the 1960s,
small ‘consciousness raising’ groups of women were forming. From
the late 1960s onwards there was a ‘transformation of feminist
notions of political intervention’ (Whelehan 1996: 8). Feminists
were breaking with ‘both traditional lobbying tactics and to some
extent (...) left-wing oppositional politics’, which were dominated
by men and offered no space for women’s agendas (Whelehan
1996: 8). Affinity Groups have most recently been associated with
the anti-globalization movement and the ways in which young
people get involved in social movements.*

The European Feminist Forum?

The Amsterdam-based International Information Centre
and Archives for the Women’s Movement (11AV) was among the
initiators of the European Feminist Forum (EFF) and took on the
role of housing the international Secretariat to facilitate the process.
A number of leading European networks are the Forum’s engine.
These include the Karat Coalition, a network of women's NGO’s
from Central and Eastern Europe, the Network of Women in
Development in Europe (WIDE) and Astra, the Central and
Eastern European Women's Network for Sexual and Reproductive
Health and Rights. It is striking that initiatives and networks from
Central and Eastern Europe seem to have been better represented
than Western and Northern European movements.

The 1AV preserves the history and cultural heritage of
women’s movements and develops information services to make
historical and contemporary material regarding women’s lives and
experiences accessible (Wieringa 2008). The I1AV’s innovative
approach to using Information and Communications Technologies
(ICT) for women’s movements worldwide (McDevitt-Pugh 2008)
made a significant contribution to the European Feminist Forum’s
design, placing it in the vanguard of feminist organizing today.
Documenting and preserving existing knowledge is a challenging
undertaking, as is creating an environment where the knowledge
that is needed to influence the future can be produced. This is
why the 1AV offered to facilite the European Feminist Forum
process: to allow feminists of diverse national, professional and
activist backgrounds to network and organize across a range of
issues, forming new alliances and setting up strategic new political agendas
to bring about change in Europe (Dutting and Semeniuk 2008).

The European Feminist Forum organizers’ idea was that a
variety of different groups could be formed, preferably groups that
would cross national borders (IIAV 2007). No agenda was set
beforehand, issues were not defined previous to the call to form
affinity groups. They also believed that the groups could include
participants who did not immediately identify as feminists.
Therefore alliances would not require previous solidarity. The
groups would use the affinity group model to start a debate within
the framework of the European Feminist Forum. These affinity
groups would be a meeting point for both organizations as well as
individuals. It was felt that this type of loose organization would be
close to the realities of European women’s movements today.
Increasingly, political and feminist groups have scarce resources
and little money. In Western Europe, the women’s movement has
lost most of its funding over the last fifteen years. Consequently,
most feminists do not have financially sound organizations behind
them. Many feminists are employed outside the women’s movement
and do their feminist work on a volunteer basis. Recently, this process
has also affected the Central and Eastern European countries that
have joined the European Union (Lohmann 2007).



Does the affinity group model adopted by the organizers
and the use of a postmodern theoretical framework stand up to
the critique on postmodern politics as articulated above? Who were
the subjects and what were defined as the dividing lines between
‘us’ and ‘them” in organizing the European Feminist Forum? After
over a year of work to develop the affinity group structures, which
resulted in numerous events, articles, common plans for action, a
web site full of materials and a vast network of committed people,
the organizers never once discussed who ‘women’ were or what
‘feminism’ was. They did not debate whether men could be part of
feminist movements, and, in fact, an Affinity Group of male
feminists was formed. They became a part of the Forum because
they answered the initial open call to get involved. In the call, the
European Feminist Forum organizers invited ‘all interested in a
broad forum on key issues for feminists across Europe, however
they wish to define Europe.” Therefore, without discussing what
could be defined as ‘Europe’, affinity groups were also based in
Central Asia and the South Caucasus. By answering the call, they
defined a new Europe (Dutting and Semeniuk 2008).

The organizers did define, and in a sense arbitrarily ‘closed’,
the Forum when they named it the European Feminist Forum. In
their analysis, the secretariat concluded that this name opened up
the subject more than it narrowed it, allowing for a redefinition of
‘European’ and ‘feminist’. A variety of people accepted the invitation
that previously might not have been included in these categories,
and new groups simply emerged, inspired by this open call.® The
groups were working towards common strategies and were looking
for shared goals to enable them to unite forces to advance concrete
points on their agendas. But whether a defined ‘European feminist’
subject will emerge in this process is doubtful and indeed the
question emerges of whether that would be at all desirable. The
aim was to build alliances, to create ideas, inspiration and energy;,
and to enlarge the collective ‘we’ as European feminists (Dutting
and Semeniuk 2008).

Discussion

Does this model of organizing stand up to Whelehan's and
Mohanty’s critiques of the pitfalls of postmodern feminism? The
major point of debate is that postmodernist feminism is virtually
apolitical. Chantal Mouffe however, on whom the organizers relied
a great deal, states that political subjects are always necessarily
collective subjects, constructed along the ‘we’ / ‘they’ binary. By
spotting the adversaries (‘they’), the political ‘we’ emerges from which
‘they’ are excluded. Mouffe recognizes that the political sphere is
always governed by a hegemonic discourse of the most powerful
group (Mouffe 2000: 21). However, she states that every political
‘we’ desires such hegemony — even a ‘we’ defining themselves as
postmodern feminists. To challenge the current hegemonic
discourse and to struggle against subordination, politically identified
groups need to enter the political sphere and challenge current
interpretations of the principles on which the political sphere rests.
(Mouffe 2005:150). Thus by definition the affinity groups are
political entities, as in the process of constructing themselves they
articulate a common agenda against a particular enemy, a deeply
political process.

Mohanty’s critique is that postmodern relativism renders
identity-based politics irrelevant, as identities are seen as inherently
unstable. The organizers countered that there is no point in
‘eradicating’ the identities of those involved in the affinity groups.
They were aware that postmodern feminist thought is often
criticized for originating in the ivory tower of academia and having
nothing to do with everyday women’s struggles. Butler’s
performativity theory for instance is often misconstrued as pointing
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to identities that can be changed as one changes one’s set of clothes
(Butler 1992). There is no contradiction between identities being
constructed and identities affecting women in real, often painful,
ways. That would mean to construct a European feminist identity
that incorporates multiple oppressions. Conceptually then the
affinity group model the EFF organizers adopted looked attractive
and was successful, as many thousands of self-identified European
feminists joined the discussion foraand new issues emerged on the
agenda.

Practically though there were numerous obstacles that in
the end defeated the process and prevented for the actual Forum
to have taken place. Apart from mobilizing so many women and
men, the end products of this whole experiment in feminist
organizing are now a Youth Forum, and a book that will synthesize
the process.* What prevented the EFF from becoming a total
success? A number of barriers have to be mentioned: the diversity
of European languages and the large distances in Europe, the
opposition between a professional organization as the 11AV and
the mostly unfunded, volunteer-based networks, and the limitation
to those people with access to the internet.

The process of constructing affinity groups relied heavily
on Internet-mediated communication, with all its drawbacks.
Access to ICT, like access to other previously existing media for
transmitting and sharing knowledge, is far from universal. In relying
on it ‘there is a danger of sliding into the world divided between
the info-poor and the info-rich, with women, as we know only too
well, ending up at the gates of technology and information’ (Arizpe
1999: 15). Limiting participation to the ‘info-rich’ isa common
failure of all social organizing in cyberspace.

A major stumbling block for the affinity groups was the
lack of organizational capacity of the participating networks and
organization. They all grappled with a lack of resources; this
problem prevented the growth of each group and limited the scope
of activities that they were able to undertake. Most groups lacked
the security that sufficient funds, paid staff, and available time make
possible. Groups had to rely on volunteer labor to keep the process
going. They found it difficult to branch out beyond their core
group (Dutting and Semeniuk 2008).

The 1AV on the other hand is a professional organization
with paid staff and strict control mechanisms in place. Not only
does this result in a conflict between working styles, it also leads to
financial inequalities. A large part of the limited budget that was
raised was gobbled up by salaries at the I1AV. While the volunteers
didn't get paid. This led to tensions. On the other hand without
the drive and the time investment of the I1AV-paid secretariat the
immense effort to organize such a far reaching process could never
have been made.

A major problem for European feminist organizing is the
diminishing support for women's organizing at the national level,
while at the European level there are hardly any funds available
(and if there might be funding possibilities the prohibitive
bureaucracy involved deters many groups to go after it).

Conclusion

The affinity model is attractive and it has certain possibilities
for creating feminist agendas and facilitating feminist organizing.
As the example of the EFF demonstrates the affinity groups were
able to do justice to the diversity of concerns that have been
expressed. The model also allowed for a wide variety of views and
analyses on the issues brought forward. Thirdly, it created space
for very diverse local contexts and a sufficient sense of ‘we’ to
facilitate exchange and future action among diverse groups. This
model has the possibility to overcome the political inertia that



postmodernist feminism has created in many quarters, while it still
draws upon postmodernism’s valid contributions on subjects and
diversity. These issues were identified out by the organizers (Dutting
and Semeniuk 2008).

In addition the affinity groups were non-hierarchical and
were able to build themselves in novel ways, gradually articulating
their own positions while focusing on what they opposed. They
were inclusive, not working from pre-given identities or pre-
established concerns. The mobilizing power of the affinity model
is encouraging, particularly because of its flexibility and openness.
The use of new media makes it possible to have a wide exchange of
ideas and to reach an audience that otherwise might not be so
inclined to join a feminist network.

The problems identified are mainly pragmatic, lack of funds,
difficulties in communicating due to language and distance barriers,
lack of time and organizational capabilities due to a volunteer-based
model. But it would be an illusion to see these issues as merely
practical. For they do point to a serious concern, the inbuilt
instability of the model, its lack of sustainability and the inevitable
contradiction between a professional way of organizing and a more
spontaneous, flexible one.

A serious challenge is thus how to create an affinity group
model that is sustainable. That is able to deal with the inevitable
hierarchy of professionalization that funders require. And that yet
remains flexible and transparent and able to mobilize the
enthusiasm of diverse groups. This requires not only new thinking
along the lines of political mobilization the affinity model allows,
but also a new feminist politics: idealist yet pragmatic, professional,
transparent, able to build alliances with diverse groups as well as
established interests. The thinking that goes with this should move
beyond closing ranks in opposition to constantly differently defined
enemies. The kind of professionalism required for dealing with
complex organizational problems and huge amounts of funding
needs more stability than shifting identifications and fragmented
truths allows.
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Bears on Bears — Interviews
and Discussions

Conditions of Love — The philosophy
of intimacy

Female Sexualization — A Collective
Work of Memory

Femme/Butch : New Considerations
of the Way We Want to Go

Gay and Lesbian Wkiters — Adrienne Rich

Gender Queer: Voices from Beyond
The Sexual Binary

Identity Poetics — Race, Class, and
the Lesbian-Feminist Roots of
Queer Theory.

Leshian Desire in the Lyrics of Sappho
Lesbian Pulp Fiction — The Sexually
Intrepid World of Lesbian Paperback
Novels 1950 - 1965

New Life : Selected Stories

On the Fringe — Gays and Lesbians
in Politics

Queer in Russia — A Story of Sex,
Self and the Other.

Sakhiyani: Lesbian Desire in
Ancient and Modern India

Sexing the Body: Gender Politics
and the Construction of Sexuality

Sexology Uncensored — The
Documents of Sexual Science

Structure and Perversion

The Apparitional Leshian — Female
homosexuality and modern culture

The History of Doing: An Illustrated
Account of Movement for Women's
Rights and Feminism in India,
1800 - 1990

The Phobic and the Erotic : The
Politics of Sexualities in
Contemporary India

The Testosterone Files —My
Hormonal and Social Transformation
from FEMALE to MALE

Un/Popular Culture — Lesbian
Writing After the Sex War

Virtuous Vice - Homoeroticism
and the Public Sphere

Yaraana
Manabi Tomar Naam

Tepantar (6)

Author (s)/Editor (S)

Ron Jackson Suresha

John Armstrong

Frigga Haug et al.
Translated by — Erica Carter
Michelle Gibson and

Deborah T. Meem

Amy Sickles

Joan Nestle, Clare Howell
and Riki Wilchins (Eds.)

Linda Garber

Jane MciIntosh Snyder

Katherine V. Forest (Ed.)

Vijai Dan Detha

David Rayside

Laurie Essig

Giti Thadani

Anne Fausto-Sterling

Lucy Bland and Laura Doan (ed)

Joel Dor

Terry Castle

Radha Kumar

Brinda Bose and

Subhabrata Bhattacharya (Ed.)

Max Wolf Valerio

Kathleen Martindale

Eric O. Clarke

Hoshang Marchant (Ed.)

Sumita
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