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Together in Life after Life:
Lesbian Weddings
and Joint Svicides

Ruth Vanita |

Destiny never considers whether a union is possible or impossible

Kathasaritsagara

This paper is based on research conducted for my new
book, Love’s Rite: Same-Sex Marriage in India and the West (NY:
Palgrave-Macmillan; New Delhi: Penguin, 2005). In modern India,
couples, both cross-sex and same-sex, who face implacable social
and familial hostility, resolve this dilemma in one of two ways —
either they perform some type of ritual union and consider
themselves married, or they commit joint suicide. Often, the ritual
union is followed by suicide.

Newspopers report these unions in terms that resonate
with shastra-based ideas of marriage and rebirth. In this paper, |
look at how newspaper reports represent modern couples who

. claim legitimacy by invoking shastra-based concepts. | focus here

on two concepts thus invoked, first, gandharva marriage, and,
second, the doctrine of rebirth.

Of the eight forms of marriage listed in the shastras, only
one is based on the partners’ mutual consent. This form,
gandharva vivaha, though declared adharmiya (non-dharmic) in
the ancient law book, the Arthashastra, is nevertheless one of the
two best-known forms of marriage in modern India (the otheris
family-arranged marriage, which collapses the first five shastraic
categories into one). The shastras debate the status of gandharva
marriage — while it has a lower status in law books, other sacred
texts consider it a superior form. For example, the fourth-century

 Kamasutra (IIL.V. 29-30) states that gandharva is the best form of

marriage because it is based on mutual attraction (anuraga).
This debate about the status and value of gandharva marriage is
found both in prescriptive and narrative texis, thus the epics and
Puranas recount stories of both successful and unsuccessful

gandharva marriages. The best known of these is the story of

Shakuntala, which highlights both the pleasures and the risks of
gandharva marriage.

The Sanskrit term “gandharva” is routinely used in modern

Indian texts, including popular cinema, to indicate a marriage -

based on romantic love. Gandharva marriage is constituted by
mutudl consent and requires no witnesses, no officianf and no
parental consent. Gandharva marriages are typically celebrated

 with truncated or symbolic rituals such as an exchange of garlands.

In the Sanskrit play, Avimarakam by third to fourth-century
playwright Bhasa, the hero secretly enters the heroine's
bedchamber, walks around fire with her, and then declares that
since they have taken seven steps with fire as witness, they are
now married.! Modern Hindi films also represent such unions; in




Aradhana (Worship), 1269, when pregnancy results from
one-time premarital intimacy, the lovers wed ‘in secre’r by
exchanging garlands and praying to God. '

" Inmodern India, a disapproved.orless opproved morrlcge
often takes place in a temple rather than at home. For instance,

in 1987, policewomen Leela Namdeo and Urmila Srivastava were
reportedly married by a priest in a temple in Bhopal. Accordlng':.,: S
to another report, they simply garlanded-one onofher Urmila put .

sindoor in Leela’s hair parting, and they go’r themselves

" vivaha.” 2

* Truncated wedding rituals also appear in stories of couple
svicide. On April 16, 1992, the Indian Express reported that two
Nepalese women, Rekha Puri; 22, and Gayatri Parayar, 18,
committed suicide together “after their families refused them
permission to be married fo each other.” They were found hanging
from a iree in theirvillage, Rajapur. The newspaper report, entitled,
“And in their death they were united,” notes that the Nepalese
news agency RSS reporfed: “Itis presumed that they had informally

vperformed the marriage rites since Gayatri was wearing the
sindoor.”” The women also left behind a suicide note, in which
- they wrote, “we want fo live as husband and wife in the ln‘e beyond
the grave.” :

The unelaborated |dea of “life beyond the grove evokes

the intertwining of the shastra-based doctrine of rebirth with the

shastra-based institution of gandharva marriage. In contrast to
Christian weddings, which unite spouses till death does them apart,
Hindu weddings are understood to unite spouses for seven
lifetimes, or even hundreds of lifetimes. Indian texis often attribute
not just romantic love but any mexpllcobly strong attachment fo a
connection in a previous life.

Dying together ocqwres a special resonance in cuHures
like the Hindu and the Buddhist, that believe in rebirth. Couples
who commit suicide together often ask for joint funerary rites.
When Lalitha, age 17, and Mallika, age 20, attempted joint
suicide by drowning in 1980, in Kerala, Lalitha wrote iri her suicide
note: “I cannot part with Mallika. ... Bury us together.”* In their
joint suicide note written in blood, Momoio age 19, and Monalisa,
age 24, who aftempted suicide by poisoning in Orissa, in 1998,

“expressed as their last wish to be cremated on the same pyre.”*
Similarly, Bina Wankhede and Nandita Gaekwad who fied their
hands together and threw themselves in front of a moving train ln
Maharashira, asked that they be burnt on the same funeral pyre.®
The bodies that could not be joined on ’fhe wedding bed are thus
publicly unn‘ed on the deathbed.

Furthermore, couples often express.a hope of being reborn -

fogether..Much as love stories in Christian culture rewrote Christ’s

‘mandate that there is no marriage in heaven, Indic traditions of : ‘
be right. Fairy tales in many cultures conclude with the poor orphan

‘turning out fo be a royal scion in disguise. The specifically Indic
‘element is the king’s explanation for love at first sight, which

love invert religious mandates. Instead of longing for liberation
from rebirth, lovers long fo be reborn together. In a very popular
Hindi film song, a lover sings, “Itna madhuy, itna madir tera mera

pyar,/Lena hogd joanam hamein kai kai bar” (So sweet, so
infoxicating is our love that we will have to be born again and
again).” Here, the conventionally distressing prospect of rebirth
is reformulated as a vision of life after life spent happily together.
Several Indian films, from Madhumati, 1958, to Milan (Union),
11967, show rebirth uniting lovers poﬁed by social forces. In'the
latter, a hugely popular Hindi remake of a Telugu film, newly—
weds on their honeymoon recover memory of their former life in
~ which their love could not be consummated because of class
difference and also because she was a widow. Social scandal led
to their drowning together. But rebirth reunites them.

In other cases, the doctrine of rebirth functions fo legitimize
otherwise illicit unions. Hindu fexts repeatedly insist that love is
an irresistible force, for example, the eleventh-century
Kofhasonfsogora states: “Creatures are completely dependent

' upon connections in -previous births, and this being the case,
- who can avoid a destiny that is fated to him, and who ¢an prevent

such a des’nny befclllmg cmybodyz’"8

O'he effec’f of such theories is to indicate that lovers have

'..'.no chorce in and-litfle control over love. Statements made by
photographed. After they were suspended-from-the polrce force -
and went to live with Urmila’s family in her village in-Madhya i
Pradesh, the family, to. console them, held a small’ recept.on in’
‘which the couple satf in special chairs that bride and: groom’
normally siti in. An or‘rcle descrlbed this wedding as a gondhorvc

same-sex lovers in recent years in India tend to use words
expressnng lack of choice. Gita Darji and Kishori Shah, 24-year-

“old nurses who hcmged themselvestogether in 1988 in the hospital
where they worked in a. illage in ‘Gujarat, left: behind suicide
notes as well as love letters. In o letter to Gita, Kishori wrote,

III

can’t live and sleep without .you.”? Sumo’rhl, 26, and

,_Geefolakshmi, 27, committed suicide together after they were
. discovered to be lesbians and were thrown out of a Yoga Center

in Tamil Nadu where they had lived for three years. In a suicide
note, Sumathi wrote, “We cannot live apart from each other.”°
Maniju Chawla, age 22, who had a sex-change operation in 1989

‘and became Manish, in order to legally marry her college

classmate Madhu, told a newspaper reporter, | loved her and |

couldn't live without her, so | decided to change my sex and marry

her." | would draw attention to the words these women used to
indicate lack of choice: “I can’t live dnd sleep without you”; “We

cannot live apart from each other”; “I couldn't live without her.”

the

In the eleventh-century Sanskrit story-cycle,

‘Kathasaritsagara, cross-caste, cross-class lovers also express
sirilar helplessness before the force of love, which is explained
as springing directly from attachment in a former birth. Although
the Kathasaritsagara is not a shastra, it does invoke shastra-based

doctrines ‘and concepts fo make its arguments about love and

‘marriage, and thus represents a tradition of such invocation. The
set of linked stories that recount socially illicit love ascribed to
attachment in a former birth culminate in one of two ways — either:
the parents and other authorifies succumb to what they posit as

an unavoidable and even virtuous yielding to the imperative of
earlier lives, or they persist in separating the lovers, which results
in both of them dying. These outcomes - illicit unions legitimized
in marriage, or joint suicides, are also constructed in modern
newspaper reports of same-sex unions. In either case, the next
birth also figures in the narrative dynamic, as the site where the
union will continue. -

In the Kathasaritsagara, this set of stories begins with that
of a prince who falls in love at first sight with a beautiful and
brave Chandala girl, and wants to marry her. As the Chandalas

are considered a very low caste, his love appears impossible. The
prince’s parents are perplexed when they see him pining away.
His father, king Palaka, decides-that the girl must not really be a
Chandala and that “without doubt she was the beloved of my

son in a former birth; and this is proved by his falling in love with
her at first sight” (115).

_ What is remarkable here is not that the king turns out to

proceeds thus: If the two were not suitable for each other, they
would not have fallen in love. Since they have fallen in love, they

‘must be suitable for one another. Therefore, they must “really” be
‘of the same status.

- This explanation calls into question the nature of “reality.”
The king’s argumerit is based on the idea that, attributes that
appear real, such as caste, class and gender, may not be truly
real, because they change from one lifetime to another.




King Palaka tells his wife, “The minds of the good fell
them by inclination or aversion what to do and what to
avoid”(112). So, if his son is good, it follows that his inclinations
are good too. Individual inclinations may sometimes be allowed
to redefine social reality.

“King Palaka then tells his wife several stories to prove his
point. In one story, a Chandala man and a princess fall in love
when he rescues her from an elephant atfack. The agonized
man considers his love impossible and therefore unspeakable:
“How can a crow and a female swan ever unite? The idea is so
ridiculous that | cannot mention it or even consider it” (113).
Note here that this cross-caste, cross-class marriage appears as
impossible and absurd as same-sex marriages appear to many
people today — the comparison to a cross-species union is telling.
The Chandala man lights a funeral pyre, and before entering it,
he prays to Agni, God of fire, requesting that his sacrifice may
result in his attaining the princess as his wife in his next birth.
Agni then appears and saves the situation.

Here, the possibility of joint suicide is narrowly averted. In
the next story, the suicide occurs but is reversed. A fisherman and
a princess fall in love. The fisherman dies of anguish at separation,
and the princess is determined to burn herself with his corpse.
Her father then hears a divine voice telling him that the fisherman
was a Brahmin in a former birth and the princess his wife. The
king agrees to the marriage, and the fisherman recovers his life
because the princess gives him half her life.

- Unlike stories’ like that of Sikhandini, where a woman
disguised as a man marries a woman, and deities then change
the groom into a man, here, the pariners do not change at all.
The Chandala remains a Chandala, the fisherman a fisherman.
The Gods merely reveal to them that they belonged to higher
castes in previous lives and were married in previous lives to the
persons they now desire to marry. Status in a previous life jusifies

actions in this life, though that status is not regained in this life.

The final option is for a couple to die together. A
merchant’s daughter falls in love at first sight with a thief being
led to execution, and declares that she will die with him unless

- she can marry him. The merchant offers a huge ransom to save

the thief’s life, but the king gets enraged with the merchant for
making this request, and refuses it. So the thief is executed and
the merchant’s daughter enters the fire with his corpse. King
Palaka’s own story ends happily when he manages to persuade
the Brahmins of the city to agree to his son’s marriage to the
Chandala girl. He does this after he has a dream that the girl
was married to his son in a former life, and the Brahmins have
the same type of dream.

Like King Palaka and the Brahmins of his city, many Indian
parents and communities do come around to accepting and even
supporting same-sex marriages. For example, on April 27, 2001,
Jaya Varma, 25, and Tanuja Chouhan, 32, both nurses, got
married in a Hindu ceremony at Mahamaya Mandir in Ambikapur,
Bihar. “The couple took the traditional vows as a priest chanted
the mantras. They went seven fimes round the sacred fire to
solemnize their marriage.”'? At the same ceremony, Jaya's sister
was also married, to a man. Although Jaya's sister’s marriage is
validated by the Indian stdte and Jaya's is not, Jaya’s family and
community and the Hindu priest validated both equally. About a
hundred people were present at the reception. Jaya’s entire family
was present.

The idea that the spirit or atman has no gender is found
in many shastras, for example, in the Ashtavakra Gita, and in the
Sulabha-Janaka dialogue in the Mahabharata, which | have
recently analyzed in an essay in the NWSA Journal.’® This idea
dovetails with the doctrine of rebirth to make seemingly impossible

matches possible. A similar connection has been made in our
own times both by learned Hindu authorities and by lay people.
For example, after the two policewomen, Leela and Urmila, who
married in 1987, were suspended from the police force, Urmila’s
female neighbour, a village schoolteacher named Sushila
Bhawasar, remarked to a journalist: “After all, what is marriage?

" It is a wedding of two souls. Where in the scriptures is it said that

it has to be between a man and a woman?2”'*

This remark is amazingly close in its philosophical
assumptions to the explanation given by a Shaivd priest from India
who performed the wedding of two Indian women in Seatile in
2002. He told me that when the women requested hir fo officiate
at their wedding he thought about it and, though he realized that
other priests in his lineage might dlsogree with him, he concluded,
on the basis of Hindu scriptures, that, “Marriage -is a union of
spirits, and the spirit is not male or female.”

Another, much better known Hindu priest also connected
the idea of the ungendered spirit to the docirine of rebirth. In her
1977 book, The World of Homosexuals, mathematician
Shakuntala Devi recorded her interview with Srinivasa
Raghavachariar, Sanskrit scholar and priest of the major Vaishnava
temple at Srirangam in South India. He said that same-sex lovers
must have been cross-sex lovers in a former life. The sex may
change but the soul remains the same in subsequent incarnations,
hence the power of love impels these souls to seek one another.'®

The fact that a similar explanation was given by both Shaiva
and Vaishnava priests and by a female schoolteacher in a village
indicates the overarching cultural importance of these notions of
the spirit retaining its.attachments but not other features such as
class, caste and gender, through various lifetimes.

The Hindu shastras and their interpretation are premised
on a long tradition of Jebate. In fact, debates on the shastras are
known as shastrortha, literally, “the meaning of the text,” which
suggests that the meaning emerges in debate. The debate on
same-sex unions and marriages is being carried on at many levels
in Hindu societies today ~ among scholars, among priests, and,
most important, in families and communities all over the world:
This paper and my book are attempts to contribute to that debate.
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New arrivals at Chetana Resource Centre

Tittle

Because | have a voice — Queer politics in India

‘Between Gay And Straight

Different Daughters: A Book of Mothers of Lesbians
Encyclopedia Of Unusual Sex Practices

Feminism, The family And The Politics Of The
closet— Leshian and Gay Displacement

Framing The Sexual Subject-The Politics of Gender,
and Sexuality, Power '

Gandhi's Tiger and Sita's Smile—Essays on Gender,
Sexuality and Culture

Gender Trouble-Feminism & the Subversion of Identity

Introduction of Feminist Theory

- Keywords—Gender For a Different Kind of Globalization

Law And The New Erotic Justice

Lesbian Subjects—A Feminist Studies Reader.
Legislating an Epidemic HIV/AIDS in India

Love’s Rite: Same Sex Marriage in India and the West
Queer issues in Contemporary Latin American Cinema
Queer: Despised Sexuality, Law and Social Change

Reading Sappho Contemporary approaches

Re,-Read'ing Sappho— Reception and Transmission

“Recovering Subversion : Feminist Politics Beyond Law

Sexuality, Gender And Rights

. Sexuality, Obscenity Community- Women, Muslims, And

The Hindu Public in Colonial India_

Social. Work Practice and Men Who Have Sex With Men
sand ‘

The Global Women's Movement—Origins, Issues

and Strategies '

The Globalization of Sexuality
The Queer Parent's ',F’rilme'r'
Chhil Tumi Naki... (Bengali)

Purush Jokhon .;I:Qundkarmee ('Bengali)' i

Samoprem—A Sobio—Psychologiqal Seér_éh'dn
Homosexuality (Bengali) ‘

Author(s) / Editor(s)

Arvind Narrain and Gautam Bhan.-
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Confessions
baetha

lt's been months, perhaps, even a year, that | have been
struggling to write this. With a bottle beside me, an ever-wavering
conviction and accompanied by the frowns of my bunny, | have
finally found the courage to put pen to paper. As the first strains
of the morning ‘azaan’ float through the window, | am sat here,
my agnostic self, biting my truant pen and hoping my Muse will

- _showup sometime soon. Never have | faced such disillusionment

as a writer. Words, my most trusted companions, have never
betrayed me — neither when | was blinded by fury nor when | was
maimed by injustice. They fail me now, and miserably so. How
do | efch my heart onto this barren page, if not by splashing the
blood from by bosom directly onto it2 How do | differentiate
between a drop of tear and a drop of rain? They are essentially
the same — water — their sameness more contrasting than their
differences. It is an impracticable task to resound my emotions in
mere words, the closest semblance to which can be found only in
wordless music.

| have never believed in standardized ‘rights’ or ‘wrongs’. |
believe we create our own personal versions of them. For you to
understand my ‘rights’ and the life | lived by them, | shall sketch a
picture of myself. | am; what you may stereotype, a typical

specimen of the age bracket | represent. | used o be a class-.

topper, share a dysfunctional rather than non-functional
relationship with my family, being closest to my rabbit (yes, that
sentence brims with feenage angst). As you may have guessed, |
listen to depressingly loud music, wear black clothes, believe |
am “forever wronged’ and consider myself to be the epitome of
teenage suffering. On a more serious note, my hamartia is my
sinfully sensitive soul. | have always been. called a “too reticent”
“too withdrawn” child. Though, I'm a ‘people’s person’ | can
easily get lost in a crowd. | identify with, and communicate more

freely with my elders rather than with my peers. All my life, | have

craved love and a sense of belonging. Ever since | can recall, |
have had a deep fascination with my own Death. Please, do not
misunderstand me. | do not write this fo be termed “Goth” or
“cool” or attract aftention to myself. I've always felt much
disoriented when undue attention has been focused onio me. My
childhood fantasy with Death is similar to that of a child’s with
her (or his) invisible friend. In that preconceived notion | seek a
sense of emancipation, emancipation from my trapped feelings,
from the swirling darkness inside me, from the voices. | hold Death
with a psychical purity and envision it as a door fo freedom — a
door to an unbound, complete self. Since my realization, | have
inched closer to my life’s ultimate goal.

The only break (and a catastrophic one) in my quest was my
meeting Her. No, | did not fall into a waking dream and convince
myself that | loved life. But, yes, | did, do and always will love Her.
She just stood there like a wall, a shield, a hindrance between me
and that mystical door. | did not deviate from my path or from the

- inevitability of my future, merely got distracted for sometime. The

student that | was, | learnt. The die-hard romantic that | was, | fell
in love the first fime | gazed into Her brown hypnotizing eyes. The
innocent that | was, | took time fo realize. The lover that | am, |
quietly hurt.

| hurt because it was the most unachievable thing — She was
older than me, She was my feacher and above all, She was a
woman as am I. Frowning aren’t you? It was all ‘wrong’, aye? |

can't begin to elucidate (and shan't because it'll be a waste) how
right it felt. Aware of the impractical nature of my dreams | feebly
resolved never to voice them. Torn by the storm of emotions |
confided in Her. Taken aback, She tried to explain to me the
improbability of the entire situation. Confessing my love had

calmed me down, | did not goad Her into a decision, simply

allowing her the time and space She required. As luck would
have it, She fell in love with me and for the first time | felt happy
to be alive. For five years we dreamt of our life together,
methodically planning our escape from the archaic shackles of
this country. Together we dreamt of our home, the colour of the
walls, the files onthe floor, the pattern of the curiains, the couch,
the bean bag, the pillows, the bric-a-brac. We even agreed to
adopt two baby girls to complete our family. Together we went
through the tedious but pleasurable process of choosing their
names and also decided to name our pet St. Bernard Bandit. |
was riding the tide of emotions, blissfully unaware that the
impending shore would soon break its cadence.

Ironically, it was a peace-trip that She went on (during my
selection examinations before my class Xl board examinations),
that stole the peace of our minds. She called to say that she had
fallen in love with a man. After the initial numbness, the violent
fits of crying and mindless madness, | felt physically handicapped.
That was, possibly, my first experience of internalized homophobia.
Beginning to abhor my body, | became increasingly intolerant of
its physical existence. | sought solace in cutting and substance-
abuse. | reached out for help, confiding in a “friend”. This “friend”
stripped me of my dignity calling my love ‘diseased’, ‘dirty” and
‘perverted’ only because it had a woman at its epicentre. |
imploded within myself and tried my best not to make my inner
turmoil visible fo those around me. Overnight, | metamorphosed
into a self-destructive wreck. Hours of studies and preparations
were, without heed, devoted to meticulous research of suicide
methods. Knowledge, | must confess, is evilly empowering. What
followed was mayhem. Needless to mention, my career prospecis
were ruined beyond repair. | still consider it fo be a miracle to
have passed my Mathematics paper, having spent the weekend
before it, attempting and failing my first suicide attempt. In
retrospect, | do not think it was my broken relationship that led
me to unleash such a high degree of torture upon myself. | recall
a conversation where She pleaded, “Even God can't forgive me
for what | have done to you, but please can you try2” | shrugged,
“| already have.” An ancient beast, which had been incarcerated
within me, had been let loose. lis dark shadow blanked out all
capacity of thought and discrimination. An insanity had taken
over my actions. Somewhere between my twisted comprehensmn
of relationships, | had begun to associate abuse with love. In my
eyes, the suffering forced upon myself was a festimony of my
undying love.

Three months of recovery later, after my second suicide attempt,
| found myself at Sappho’s door-step. No, | have not turned into
the ‘Messiah of Life’ overnight, but it'is a small start at trying to
live. My moods still oscillate between depressingly dark ones and
dazzling bright ones. It is comforting fo have a space where | can
say the whole truth, to know that | am accepted for who | am, to
know that I’m not being judged for my preferences. Itis comforfing
to know that | do, in fact, ‘fit in’, that there is help at hand, that
there are like-minded people, that I'm no longer alone, and that
| have friends. It feels good to be safe. It feels good to be home!

baetha is one of the youngest and most opinionated members

of Sappho
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