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Cath

issue of lesbianism it is difficut to knowwhere, when,

and by whomthe human rights of leshians living in
India are being violated Leshian voices are not being heard,
and as this report Wil illustrate, thissilenceisinitself a
human rights violation. Fnding the space to talk openly is
rarely possible, and the fear of exposure is so great that
very little neani ngful discussion of |eshiani smcan take
pl ace.

This report is based on the fol | ow ng sources: coll ected
articles and news clippings in the Sakhi Leshi an Resource
Cnter in NewDelhi; letters fromleshians in different parts
of India who have witten to Sakhi; personal accounts from
| eshi ans who have contacted Sakhi; and conversations wth
| eshians wthin and outside the wonen's novenent. It is by
no neans a conpl ete picture of the situation, especially
vhen it cones to how class, caste, and geographi ¢ settings
(i.e., rura versus urban) affect the choi ces and experiences
of lesbians in India Hwever, one can say, nost definitely,
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that the silence surrounding | eshiani smaffects wonen in
every sector of society. The heterosexual ization of Indian
culture and soci ety denies all wonen the right to choose
adfredy livether |ives.

FAM LY PRESSURE
The fanly plays a significat raeis prohibiting | eshianism
Mbst I ndian wonen who do not narry are dependent upon
the financial and socia support of their fanlies and are thus
prevented fromasserting their independence. Sone mddl e-
class wonen are exposed to alternative ways of living and

Mrriage isinstilledinthe mnds of
young girls as the focal point of a

vonan's life.

have the financial neans to attain them Gten, however,
financial resources becone neaningless in the face of the
pressure they feel toremainwth their famlies. Privacy,
freedom of nmovenent, and freedom of association all
becone difficult for leshians living wth parents and famly.

Most I ndian | eshi ans have been pressured to narry by
their fanmlies. Sone find a way to resist; others get narried
as aresult of being coerced or sinply because they have
not considered the alternatives. Mrriage is instilledin the
ninds of young girls as the focal point of awonan's life It is
an expected duty, an unquestionable norm and i nescapabl e
for the ngjority of Indian vonen. In certain castes, it is still
consi dered a dishonor to the fanly if agirl is not narried by
the tine her nenses begin. Child narriages are still
arranged, sonetines prior tothe birth of the child.
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The societal and familia pressures that force nany |es-
bians into narriage contribute to the invisibility of |eshians
inlndian society and culture. A statenent that is nade
repeatedly is that “there are no leshians in India.” Such
statements can be made because al t hough sone wonen
have chosen to take the risks involved in living openly as | es-
bi ans, nany others have been forced to assimlate into het -
erosexual norns, all the while recognizing their true sexual -
ity and suppressing their feelings, often for years. Letters
recei ved by Sakhi illustrate the frequency wth which this
happens. Many of the letters are fromlower niddl e-class
vonen, in snaller toawns and cities.

A wonan from Lucknow wites:

| am a 33-year-old narried bi-sexual wonman.
A though | ama narried wonan.fromny early ado-
I escence | was very nuch attracted to people of ny own
sex but at that tine this type of feelings could not be
revea ed to anyone, as | bel onged to a very conservative
famly...!

A worman fromBangal ore wites:

| was attracted to boys but.five and a hal f years [ago] |
net agirl. (Sheis fromanother city.) | took [an]
instant liking for her and so did she. V¢ fell inlove ad
got invol ved enotional |y and physical ly.

Though nadly in love | felt the society woul d never
accept our relationship. SO | decided it would be better
if vesplit. | todher this ad gave her [a reason (that
| was involved with a boy). She had depression for
alnost two years after this because she just could not

aooat it.

| didtryin[the] last tw years to get involved wth
boys and final |y have decided to get narried to a boy
who has proposed narriage to ne...[ The problemis
that] | really feel that | amin deeply love wth that
girl and if you ask ne what | vent then | would vant to
spend ny life with her [be]cause | feel happiest when |
amw th her...
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If I marry | wll be making ny parents happy but |
wll not be truly happy. If | decide to spend ny life
wth her | wlil be the happiest person but | wll nake

ny parents unhappy.

P ease tell ne what | should do...| amproud of this
relationship and | do not feel quilt or inferior because |
ama | eshi an [be] cause this relationship gives ne
pl easure as much as any other rel ationship woul d
g’

The followng letter appeared in Trikone, a South Asian
| eshian and gay newsl etter published inthe Lhited Sates:

..M nother thought |'d be better off narried...How
cone there is no one else in \ellore wo is leshian? It
did feel strange to be the only person to feel this vay.
Do you know of sone one just to talk to? It felt very
lonely and | was so crowded with ny thoughts that |
agreed to narriage. Perhaps it wll work.?®

Sakhi has been in contact wth |eshians who have tried to
| eave hone, been enotional Iy bl acknail ed and gone back,
and wi th others who have struggl ed and succeeded in
beconing i ndependent fromtheir famlies. A leshian couple
who cane to Sakhi for support reported that their famlies
had prohi bited themfrom communi cating wth one anot her,
and that one had been forced into narriage. he wonan
who contacted Sakhi said her famly would kill her if they
di scovered her |eshianism Sakhi has heard of few cases
vhere parents are supportive.

Because of the consequences that nany | eshians face if
their sexudlity is reved ed to their famly, they are especidly
vul nerabl e to bl ackmail and other forns of harassnent. Qe
wonan who contacted Sakhi reported being terrorized by
anonynous phone calls and letters threatening to expose
her leshian identity. Sone letters contai ned pornographic
i mages of |eshians and, purporting to be fromSakhi, tried to
bl acknai | her to “Join our gay organisation.” Her nain fear
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was that her famly woul d find out she was | eshian. Qe
Sakhi nenfber has recei ved obscene tel ephone call's, includ-
ing a death threat.

LAWS USED AGAI NST LESBI ANS

Wi | e the pressure to conformto heterosexual norns
does not, in general, cone directly fromthe state, |egal
pressure can in certain situations be brought to bear. Sane-
sex sexual relations are illegal under Section 377 of the
Indi an Penal (ode:

OF UNNATURAL CFFENCES: Whoever vol untarily has
carnal intercourse
against the order of
nature wth any
men, woman or
animal shall be
puni shed with
i mprisonment for
[ife or inprison-
ment of either
description for a
term which my
extend for ten
years and shal | be
liddetofire

Wien the | aw was
instituted in India in The marriage of Lila Chadva and
the 1830s under Tar unkumar
British colonia rule,
| eshian sexual ity was not even conceived of as a threat, and
the lawwas intended to apply to acts of sodony and bes-
tiality. Fewhave investigated the inplication of the lawfor
| eshi ans, as the sentences reported have al |l invol ved nen.
However, only those cases that cone to the level of the
hi gher court are recorded. Furthernore, as the “offense” is
non-bai | abl e, the “offender” nay be arrested and |anguish in
prison until such tine as the case i s decided, and the |aw
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can thus be used as a nechani smof coercion.

In 1990, a case was reported in which Section 377 was
used agai nst Lila Chadva and her |over, Tarunkumar, a
femal e-to-nal e transsexual . The two had been | overs since
1985. In 1987, Tarunkumar underwent sex reassi gnment
surgery, and in Decenber 1989 the couple got narried.
However, Chadva’'s father petitioned the Gjarat Hgh Gourt
to annul the narriage on the grounds that it was a | eshian
relationship and therefore illegal under Section 377. The wit
petition contended that “Tarunkunar.possesses neither
the nal e organ nor any natural nechani smof cohabitation,
sexual intercourse, and procreation of children. Adoption of
any unnatural nechani smdoes not create nal enood and as
such Tarunkunar is not a nale.”*

The petition was accepted by the court. Wiile the case
subsequent | y di sappeared fromthe public eye, the fact that
the high court was willing to accept the petition denon-
strates the coercive potential of the law Wile this particu-
lar case involved a fenmal e-to-nal e transsexual , Sakhi is
awnare of other reports of the threatened usage of the |aw
to break up rel ationshi ps between wonen. Such cases are
very difficult to docunent because, due to the stignatiza-
tion of |eshianism nany wonen are reluctant to admt pub-
licly that such coercion has occurred.

Even when Section 377 is not directly enforced, the crim
inaization of leshianismcontributes indirectly to the abuses
that |eshians endure. Beyond the barriers that all wonen
face to securing state intervention when they are the vic-
tins of donestic violence, |eshians also nust contend wth
the psychol ogical inpact of a lawthat defines themas crim
inal and abnornal . Anti-lesbian violence is al nost never
reported to the police, although Sakhi has received reports
of battering, rape by nale fanily nenbers, and nurder. ®

LESBI AN MARRI AGES
As the exanpl es above nake clear, wonmen who want to
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spend their |ives
toget her face many
obst acl es. However,
a few courageous
wonen, all from
wor ki ng- cl ass back-
grounds, have nade
the news in recent
years for attenpt -
ing to narry their
wonen | overs. The
nost widely publi -
cized case was that
of 20-year-ol d Leela
Nandeo and 29-
year-old Unila Sri -
vastava, two police-
wonen wth the
23rd Battalion of
the Special Armed
Forces. The coupl e
had undergone a
H ndu narriage cer -
enony in Decenber
1987 and were dis-
charged from the Gta Darji and Kishori Shah.
force when news of
the narriage spread. Their commander was quoted as say-
ing “Unla and Leel a were sacked because their conduct
vas unbecomng of a police constable. It could lead to indis-
cipline and what is nore, others could learn fromtheir exam
ple too. It could lead to problens in the battalion too. They
woul d want to sleep in the sane bed, share food fromthe
sane plate and things like that which cannot be al | oved.”®
The two wonen appeal ed to the top authorities of the
state police to reinstate them but their requests were
denied. The case attracted a great deal of nedia attention,
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and nost of the coverage perpetuated common stereo-
types. Unila was portrayed as the “husband” and Leel a as
the “wfe,” and their relationship was explained to be the
result of tragic, lonely |ives. Faced wth intense nedia
scrutiny, the two wonen denied that they had any sexual
relationship and explained that their close friendship was
one of many such partnerships among the wonen in the
barracks. ’

Athough Leela and Ul a s respective famlies condoned
their narriage, other wonen who have attenpted to narry
each other have faced strong opposition. In the 1993 case
of 18-year-ol d Vi noda Adwekar and her 21-year-old | over,
Rekha Chaudhary, the respective fanilies joined forces wth
the police and the narriage registrar to keep the coupl e
apart. Four years after they had first net each other, the
two wonen announced to their respective famlies that they
were planning to get narried. \WMen their famlies expressed
their opposition, the two fled to the nearby town of Chan-
drapur and submtted their application to the Registrar of
Marriages. Onh the day that they were to present thensel ves
to the Registrar, a crond of hundreds gathered at the court.
Wi | e Rekha was | eft waiting outside, M noda was brought
inside the building and subjected to argunents agai nst the
relationship fromthe Police Superintendent, the Registrar,
and her famly. As the papers reported, “It took three hours
for [Police Quperintendent] Karkhare to talk Mnoda out of it
[but he succeeded], nmuch to the relief of the parents of
both the girls, district officials and the large gathering that
wai ted eagerly for the judgnent.”® This case shows the
lengths that officials, famlies, and conmunities wll gototo
stop two wonen fromchoosing to live their Iives together.

LESBI AN SUI Cl DES
Ancther indication of the difficulties that |eshian coupl es
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face is the significant nunber of doubl e suicides that are
reported in the press. The nost well-known case is that of
Gta Darji and Kishori Shah, two nurses in their md-twenties
who lived in the snall town of Meghra in Gjarat. The two
hanged thensel ves rather than allow@ta s narriage to sep-
arate themfromone another. Love letters between them
found after their deaths reveal ed that the man Gta had
recently narried abhorred their relationship and, wth the
help of Gta's brother, forced her to apply for a transfer to
anot her town.

(ne researcher has pointed out the |arge nunber of such
cases reported in newspapers in the southern state of Ker -
ala The reports denonstrate little understanding of the rea-
sons that such suicides nay occur and little sensitivity to
t he wonen thensel ves. ° Those who seek to explain such
suicides in the context of conpul sory heterosexuality are
silenced, as was the case when the researcher in question
di spl ayed articles on | eshian suicide at a recent conference
on gender and sexuality in Kerala. An hour after he put the
articles up for viewng they were renoved.

PSYCHOLOGI CAL | MPACT

These exanpl es show the obstacles that |[eshians
encount er when they reveal their |ove for other wonen.
However, those who renain silent al so suffer consequences.
An aut ononous, unnarried wonan in Indiais seen as an out -
sider. Wthin their famlies, school's, workplaces, and social
groups, single wonen are told they are not “real wonen”
and are asked when they wil be narried. For nany |eshians,
this neans facing a daily struggle of being “different.” Deny-
ing one's | eshianismto onesel f and others, |eading a doubl e
life, having to suppress one's true sexuaity, constantly feel -
ing on guard and af rai dthese constraints take their toll in
a nunber of different ways. Regardless of class and caste,
the sense of isolation and the fear of being ostracized
inpacts al | wonen who are | eshians. Isolation can lead to
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depression and to drug and al cohol use, and | eshians receive
little assistance fromnental health professionals. Wthin the
psychi atric profession, honosexual ity is wdely viewed as a
devi ant sexual behavior. One wonman psychol ogi st has
inforned Sakhi that “curative” therapy is practiced, includ-
ing aversion therapy. Athough sensitive to |eshian and gay
i ssues, she herself believes in the potential for some
patients to “convert” to heterosexuality. *

I NVI SI BI LI TY

It isvirtudly inpossibetofind any literature, filng, o at
by, for, or about leshians in India Wile the last severa
years the issue of |eshianismhas received increased nedi a
attention, nost of the coverage echoes the general social
attitudes that viewleshianismas a curiosity, anillness, o an
abnornal ity. '* Wiere representations of |eshians exist in
popul ar culture, they are general Iy voyeuristic. In Indian
filns, wiich are filled wth viol ence, rape, and nacho culture,
wonen' s sexual ity is expressed within only a very narrow
range of acceptable roles and any non-stereotypical fenal e
characters, such as the tonboy in the fil m Nadaan, ae
eventual |y shown their “true” sexuality, by ending up in the
arns of the hero. Wien | eshian characters do appear, such
as in the depiction of a relationship between two wonen in
Mjay Tendul kar’s fil m Subah, they are portrayed as abnor -
nal .

As opposed to the contenporary invisibility of Ieshians,
ironically, there exist rich histories of leshian and other non
heterosexual sexualities in ancient Indian culture. If one
looks, it is possible to find inages and docunentation of
wonen- t o-woren bondi ng, femnine culture, and goddess
traditions in tenple scul ptures, historical texts, mniature
paintings, etc. In nmany tenples, wonen in various sexual
positions together indicates that, at one tine, heterosexua -
ity was perhaps only one of nmany diverse sexualities. Qver
the centuries, the inages have been either destroyed, plas-

o



| GLHRC Book India 7/23/03 10:25 AMﬁage 87

| NDI' A 87

tered over, or heterosexualized, thus creating the al nost
perfect denial of their existence. Snilarly, nodern transla-
tions of ancient texts, such as the Rg \Veda, have been het -
erosexual i zed.

LESBI ANS AND THE WOMEN' S MOVEMENT

Very little roomexists wthin the wonen's novenent for
| eshians to coniortably reveal their sexual identity, and |es-
bi ans have only rarely been recogni zed as a narginal i zed
group whose issues nmust be included in the work of
wonen’ s organi zations. Many | eshians working wthin the
novenent fear that if their sexual orientation becones
known they wll be narginalized and shunned.

The wonen’ s novenent has dealt with the politics of
sexual ity in various ways—dnder the banners of wonen's
heal th, violence agai nst wonen, reproductive health rights,
and “single” wonen. Ganpaigning to raise the status of sin-
gl e wonen of poorer classes has neant focusing on those
wonen who are not within the institution of narriage-w d-
owed, divorced, or unnarried wonen. Geating spaces
where these wonen can share their experiences and build a
sense of self-worth in a society that | ooks down upon
unnarri ed wonen has been an inportant contribution of the
novenent. Lesbian sexuality, however, is rarely nentioned.
India's forenost femnist nagazine, Manushi, has never car -
ried any articles on | eshian experience. Even femnists who
are thensel ves | esbians feel the necessity to censor them
sel ves at wonen' s conferences inIndia. They are critical to a
degree of issues |ike the power of the family or narriage,
yet renain careful not to talk of |eshianismas an aternative
to the heterosexual norm

Recently, sone cracks have begun to appear in the wall
of silence. The National Vnen's Conference in Calicut,
1991, saw the first-ever neeting anong wonen who stand
outside the institution of narriage. Miny other wonen felt
threatened by this group claimng space for thensel ves,
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sone saying narried wonen were in nany ways “single’ due
tothe loneliness they felt intheir narriages. In January
1994, anot her wonen’ s conference took place in Tirupathi.
This tine, in a workshop on sexuality, nany wonen spoke of
their leshian relationships, feelings, and experiences, and
various discussions took place around the issue of |eshian-
ism The at nosphere was highly charged as wonen, nany
for the first tine, exchanged stories and spoke of their plea-
sure and pain. Chjections were raised by sone of the
wonen present, who deened | eshi ani smas either immoral
or abnornal. Qne particular group of wonen went to the
extent of trying to pass a resolution at the conference stat -
ing that |eshiani smshould not be pronoted as nornal . Qh-
ers tried to encourage wonen to shout slogans such as
“down wth [eshianism” In the evening a | eshian-only neet -
ing was held to continue the sharing, networking, and bond-
ing wthout such interference or harassnent. **

Another indication of change cane when Minha Farooqui,
a leading nenber of the National Federation of Indian
Vdnen, nade a public statement earlier this year calling for
the Prinme Mnister to put a stop to a gay nen's conf erence
in Bonbay. This opened up space for dial ogue on the issue
of leshian and gay rights, and one feninist group in Delhi
took action by witing to other wonen' s groups for com
nents and support over the issue. Many positive letters
were sent in opposition to Farooqui’'s statenent, which
denonstrates that there is potential wthin the novenent
for nore discussion on leshian rights inthe future.

LESBI AN ORGANI ZATI ONS
Sakhi, the only openly | eshian organizationinlindia is
based in New Del hi. Sakhi works to increase visibility of |es-
bians and leshian culture wthin India to provide a space for
| esbians to identify with each other and counteract |esho-
phobia wthin India. The group was started in 1991 by four
vonen wWho established a library of |eshian books and infor -
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