
Hijras Celebrate New Guru 
" Holdinr their fim national convention, over 

3000 eunuchs dressed in saris, b&nr}el a.nd bells, 
converied April 7, 1986 to proclaim their new national 
suru, 65 year old Blsmillah Bl. 

They pthered In the central Indian city of Bhopal 
beca.ue it i. where their Ian na.tlonally recopiaed 
suru, Nayalt Nueer, died three months aco. Eunuchs told 
the A.aociaied Presa he died from the after-effec:u of 
the Union Carbide toxic Pl lealt tha.t killed more tha.n 
2,000 people in 1914. 

India is enimaied to have between 50,000 a.nd 
100,000 eunuchs, who aze increasincJy becominr orpniaed 
anJ demandfnr equal political rlfhts. Some eunuchs are 
born without genitals some are hermaphrodites and many 
are transvestities and gay men, a.ccording to the AP 
report. Some aze men who were kidnapped, canraied a.nd 
inducted into the cult. 

Most are becprs, sinren a.nd da.ncen. No trouble 
has ~n reported du.rlnc the ten-day ptherinf. 
Orp.nisen said everyone present is a. true eunuch a.nd 
joined the group volunMly. 

--- from Gay Community News, May 3-10, 1986. 
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Sexuality, Lesbianism, and South Asian Feminism 

This is a sllrhtly revised version of an article that 
fim appeared in COSAW Bulletin Vol. 4(8) 1986. 

The term sexua.lit.y in the South Asian context 
appears to ca.rry two related meaninp both of which a.re, 
to my mind, inadequate. Firstly, it seems to conjure up 
notions of indlvid ua.l sexual plea.sure and desire. As 
such, attempts to raise the issue for dlscunion in a.ny 
feminist forum a.re immediately met with both 

embarusment. ( not surprisinr riven our cultura.1 context) 
and a kind of pious conviction that such 'personal' 
issues a.re not the proper province of a. ma.a based 
feminist movement.. Altemately, sexuality is equated 
with lesbianiam with the attendant. connotations of 
'separatists' a.nd 'anti-ma.le females'. Both senses 
limit the meaninr of sexuality in important. a.nd tellinr 
wa.ys. 

The ftm indlvidua.lisel and privatisel the term, 
effectively implylnr that it eac&pe, political, 
cuhural, social and hiatorlcal determination. Even the 
briefen reflect.ion would suges& that such a position 
ia a curious one for feminiau to take. For example, 
the Indian feminm ca.mpalp aplnn rape propo,ed an 
ana.lylil of the phenomenon that took Into a.ccount the 
social, political and cultural forces that shaped 
women'• lives. The nature and experience of rape thus 
emeried as va.ryin1 a.ccordinr to one's ca.ate and cla.u 
position, location in vlllace or city, employment status 
and so on. If social and political factors intenect. in 
this way to determine rape, how , one mirht ask, can 
1exua.l.lt.y be conceived as a personal a.nd autonomous 
realm? 

The second re,pon,e to sexuality is to equate it 
with lesbiuiam. Thia Is perhaps more revealinr because 
it points to the fa.ct tha.t heter01exuallty i, so 
normative that it does not. need to be named as a. sexual 
practice. OnJy those who resin this norm a.re called 
upon to deftne their sexuality. It seems t.o me t.hat in 
t.his sense 'sexuality' ii a.na.1010111 to 'iender'. 
Everybody has both a sexuality a.nd a render. Yet it. is 
only the ma.r(ina.l.iied who have produced an explicit AUd 
self-con1eiou1 discourse on both. Ga.ys and lesbians 
have inalned on the importance of sexuality and ·women 
on that of render. The equivalence that. is presumed 
bet.ween sexuality a.nd lesbianism ii also partly a 
function of a reductive understa.ndinr of sexuality as 
sexual 'preference' or 'choice'. We ca.n see how t.his 
notion feed, the first mea.ninr extended to the term a.a 
an individual's private matter. 

If sexuality is neither individual, nor private, 
nor ,imply a code word for lesbianism, wha.t is it a.nd 
how should it be a.pproa.ched? It seems to me tha.t. one 
mirht berin by a.pplyin1 some of ~he fundamental 
principles of historical materialimi broa.dJy conceived. 
If we did this, we would have to conclude that sexuality 
is a historica.lJy specific set of social practices, one 
of which - heterosexuality - is considered normal, while 
its a.lt.ema.t.ives - lesbianism, hom09exuality, 
bisexuality - a.re rep.rded as a.bnorma.L As the norm, 
heterosexuality distances itself from other sexual 
practices, resinerinr t.hese as deviant and 
innitutionalilinr its own normative sU.tus. 

The principle of heterosexua.lit.y is enshrined in 
everythinr from our customs a.nd mores, to our lera.l 
system : wha.t. constitutes a. 'family', who counts a.s a 
'spouse', the celebratory stat.us of heterosexual 
ma.map. The leral system not only embodies cla..ss 
ideoloc a.nd the ldeolo11 of male supremacy, but also 
that of heterosexuality. Thu, two women who aze 
committed to ea.ch ot~er cannot purchase medical 
insurance 'as a couple' or receive tax compensation as 
'married persons'. Worse, two adult women who may ha.ve 
lived to1ether for years cannot have the a.ssurance that. 
hospital, will t.reat. them a., ea.ch others 'next of kin'. 
In the USA there have been ma.ny inst.a.nces when a. 
patient.'• lover hu been debarred from havinr any 
contact with her beta.use 1he i. 'only a. friend' or 
'merely a roommate'. In such instances, pa.rent.a a.re 
riven primary rfchts over t.he pat.lent. In other words , 
in the absence of a husband women a.re reprded as beinr 
the responsibility of their pa.rent.a. Any other 
rela.tiouhip is disrep.rded as ille,ttlmate. 

On a more day to day b&li1, many South A1ia.n womei: 
who may be lelbia.nl aze compelled to submit to 
hetersexua.l ma.rria.,e. A few who cannot face t.he (cont'd.) 
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