6th Year, 2nd Issue
June - 2009
10" Birthday Issue

YT, TANLt
A~ 00»
T SITHA Wit

Suggested contribution : Rs. 5/-

<P ]
7 D) IR — G 71 AT B (91T !
G 200 G ST -F 79I SAface S SaRIEl T3 RO ST (R
PG ©IF I35 Sbr JRF | ©IF ST A% NFCI T, 1T, (O34 | ©FFf
TSI ST S7e7 S IRICE (B R (<) S | S SR IICETHAN
T GO ©3Z, S T GTrT G | G e (IR FCe ST
e, AT 2T — [5G G 213 9 — P59 S’ SR (3! A
SITeF WMo STrF X, (J o STHF M2 (CANT TGIR IR, ST (T
SN | O I3/ 3N A0, FNPI-(© 7) GCeT o F7 8 — G773
I GO TS T 7, X/ (AT 1SN SN (BITIT (P (SR B
G, S0, (02! AR A2 75) I=F; G 20 A FAE FANTE IF
e A1SNGIZ I3/ (28T ST SIS ) 2 CFeTOIT J4 SHOH | G
SIS (e A ©NSrE (%3 2 | ©F G WF G GeAS S Eers
SIERITG (12 I (TSR ALY [ [ e Ao #3017, ST € %20 |

7! JRCF PHITOL  (CE (IO (ST N A )L R G {0 T
1703 ST @ GO51E I (T @I GHfE wiae 7 F | 58 ... eq@
G (PG P51 O [F409 N JCFT WGIT, 2N FCT I 00 70,
I LT FACC I SO oA — (NG S T GFEGE N7
NN ) 8 2 JETNT #1373 [0S (=P T, CRASNBICP Pacs
[RIC3T 3PCF 95 2{3e3003 ST ]I & SN NCE (97 B ([0 2100 [ &
G947, 9fRIF51 T3 ST T G2 (0% IRCTT LA | € [ @wewF I,
T GRS 377 e TSR0 <7l 2 B Galferert < (e o3
o) TP G377 GO b2 TP SN SN | O G5 TSI ST
(BRI SR ¥ 23, [FRCoE Gier 7l & SIHT SIels (0o 23 —
TRFT S CeRey & 23 FroF 2T !

SN G PR AI2I5ET] (PR Y& (7 ST AR S T
TSeEes, 31 *C X % 413 GRS 203 T | [T, Ao, AF, 4,
a1, 212157, ST .. 77 AT (41 (HE | B (372 S weae]- e TrRIic
Te73-2%+ DIALOGUES-2009, ST/ 375 33115 @ Qo5 (Sraa it -7
RT3 23T QIR TR (AR (7 IRCTGRNA LIPS b Bod G | &2
T G o] TN (RN 25T G I3 STeialy 27 SN ey
— Excavation of Feminine Memories — &5 [570% GfG2If3F Yayer
2ABE), OIS 2T IR N SV NG GIR, G2 S HFezy
NS SRS @ STACINT B4, @ QAT BT 77 G FfereT 3 25719
PO ST (0% T FIAZ 2SO S © 73] |

S G GV (I (95 79I I3 ST SoaIF | ISIE R
Ao 21 Bie oo [PZ 3 | STOTE F0d 20e1S ST3er TS PR IS
— ST [T Gy 9 P 7T (3 I 0T G (FRIF (581G PR
TIFFNCHT 2 AN (RIS (FLNG | S (T — G2, 97 IG 77,
ANCTT G-8-8-Z (TN (I3 I BOIP G SIHa 7S (o1 | [ @7,
e ST T T T SR AG -T T T02 [P, Fe queer /
SIITHR SFIF 5 Out-house-status ==+ 737/ S 9067 (F0o7F o+
ST 70 512 < AT 20T | G [99/S P ST ST (17 11T,
TG &3 T 191137 PRI (70, (U7 (3PeTi] I79eT TR, CANCIA @
CNTETRNCHE BT, T OETCT GF e NS (I (T A>T AP 1l
137 U AN g 20 FTRNT IC6 TG [0 5671 | 2 @IS Syeze -3 v
RIRCS ST SN Crel] 24T /37407 ST |

POLITICS BEYOND
THE CONFESSIONAL

Anup Dhar

Categoriesarriveon our shoresfrom el sewhere and we begin
to get used to them; we get so used to them that we begin to
think they are our own; and we cometo believethat we have
lived with them or they have lived with usall along. Wetend
to forget where they comefrom. What istheir history? What
lineagesthey carry with them? From which location do they
emerge?What clingstenacioudly to their bodies?

Onesuch category is‘ sexuality’ ...

Asl write, “onesuch category is‘ sexuality’ ” someonewithin
wonders — how can | say that? Is ‘sexuality’ really such a
category?ltisnot that | do not have my doubts. Yet something
tendsto point irrevocably in that direction; something tends
to suggest that ‘sexuality’ is indeed an alien category, a
category that thereafter comesto represent our relationalities
asalso our intimacies. However much international funding
agencies would want us to believe that we all are imbued
with ‘sexuality’ that is our own and that owns usthereisto
‘sexudity’ ahistory. Thereisto theemergenceof the*individua
with ‘sexuality’ * ahistory; and in that history, there are two
earlier moments— one marked by the “concupiscence of the
flesh” (xxv) and the other by “the discovery of the notion of
theinstinct in psychiatric and penal practice” (131-134).
First, in the sixteenth century, in the phase of in-depth
Christianization, in the period that stretches from the
Reformation to the witch-hunts, passing through the Council
of Trent, is one in which modern states begin to take shape
while Christian structures tighten their grip on individual
existence (177). Sinsare no longer distinguished and ordered
in terms of illegitimate relationships but rather by the body
itself. It is the body (with ticklings and titillations) that
determinestheorder of questions. Inaword: We arewitnessing
the flesh being pinned to the body. Previously, the flesh, the
sin of theflesh wasaboveall breaking the rule of union. Now
the sin of the flesh dwells within the body itself. One tracks
down the sin of the flesh by questioning the body, by
questioning itsdifferent partsand itsdifferent sensory levels.
Thebody and al the pleasurabl e effectsthat havetheir source
inthe body must now bethefocal point of the examination of
conscience with regard to the Sixth Commandment. Hence,
the essential problem isthe problem of thought, of desireand



of pleasure, in aword, of the “moral physiology of the flesh” (189-
194).
Then in the nineteenth century, instincts become the major vector of
the problem of abnormality. Basing itself on theinstincts, psychiatry
is able to bring into the ambit of illness and mental illness al the
disordersand irregularities of conduct, that are not strictly speaking
dueto madness. Thetransition from the‘ great monster’ to the‘little
pervert within’ could only have been accomplished by meansof this
notion of instinct and its use and functioning in the knowledge and
operations of psychiatric power. With time, this technology of
abnormality comesto encounter other processes of normalization that
were not concerned with crime, criminality, or monstrosity, but with
something quite different: everyday sexuality (163).

Starting from thelocalized, juridico-medical problem

of themonster, asort of explosion took place around

the notion of instinct, and then, around 1845-1850,

thedomain of control, analysis, and intervention, the

domain of the abnormal was opened up for psychiatry.

... Almost from the outset, thefield of abnormality is

very quickly taken up with the problem of sexuality.

... How isit that, at the very moment that abnormality

became a legitimate domain of intervention for

psychiatry, sexuaity suddenly became problematicin

psychiatry? ... What | think took place around 1850

... was not at all the metamorphosis of a practice of

censorship, repression, or hypocrisy, but the

metamor phosis of a quite positive practice of forced

and obligatory confession. ... intheWest, sexuality is

not generally something about which peoplearesilent

and that must be kept secret; it is something one has

to confess. ... [Even] in the Middle Ages ... there

was a thoroughly codified, demanding, and highly

institutionalized avowal of sexuality: the confession.

... [And] today, we have a series of institutionalized

practicesfor the confession of sexuality: psychiatry,

psychoanalysis, sexology. (167-174)
Hencetwo doubts: one, how far doestheworld of the pagans accrue
tothis* order of sexuality’ —an order marked by the movement from
the“ Christian confessionsof theflesh”, the*“libido of thetheologians’
and the “penitential examination” to the “ psyche of the abnormal”,
the* medico-psychol ogical examination” and the* clinico-therapeutic
codification of the questionnaire” (xxv). Two, can the pagan world
give back to theWest adifferent understanding of relationalitiesand
intimacies (an understanding that isrelaxed and amoral; onethatis
not premised on the confessional), different from the rather stifling
one provided by thetriad ‘ flesh-instinct-sexuality’, an understanding
that would enrich even the West’ s description of itself?
However, therearefurther doubts. * Sexuality’ has been aplaceholder
for the political for sometime now. How canwegive up ‘ sexuality’ ?
We have so far stressed the politics of hetero-sexuality and havetried
to make space for the non-heterosexual. How can we now give up
‘sexuality’ ? Ranjita has asked repeatedly why | am against the
deployment of ‘ sexuality’ asaplaceholder inthe political. Why am |
against therendering intelligible of the polymorphosities of relations
and intimaciesthrough the category ‘ sexuality’ ? Precisely because |
do not seem to have in me, something called sexuality; precisely
because | do not have anything seething inside me called sexuality;
at most | haverdations; | haveintimate moments. Can‘ sexuality’ be
aplaceholder for al of that? Moreover, what is‘ sexuality’ ? Foucault

did not writethehistory of sexudity; hewroteahistory of the category
‘sexuality’; itisnot that weall have had something called sexuality
all our livesand al of human history and it wasfor Foucault to smply
document that history. Sexuality isamodern western category; itisa
category the west deploys to represent its own experience. It is a
category born out of two earlier categories — flesh and instinct. It
carriesthe birthmark of the earlier categories; it carriesthe weight of
the two earlier categories and Foucault shows how the “ penitential
examination of theflesh” culminates“in the psychiatric examination
of theentirerealm of drivesand desires’.

From the sixteenth century on, thefundamental change

inthe confession of thesin of lustisthat therelational

aspect of sexuality is no longer important, primary,

and fundamental element of penitential confession. It

is no longer the relational aspect that is now at the

very heart of questioning concerning the Sixth

Commandment, but the movements, senses, pleasures,

thoughts and desires of the penitent’s body itself,

whose intensity and nature is experienced by the

penitent himself. The old examination wasessentially

theinventory of permitted and forbidden relationships.

Thenew examination isameticul ous passage through

the body, a sort of anatomy of the pleasures of the

flesh (la volupte). The body with its different parts

and different sensations, and not longer, or much less,

thelawsof legitimate union, constitutesthe organizing

principleof thesinsof lust. The body and itspleasures,

rather than the required form for legitimate union

become, asit were, the code of the carnal .
One could say, since we have begun to understand ourselvesin terms
of the category ‘sexuality’, what is the harm in deploying it? The
harmisin theweight of meaning the category carries; and that weight
—theweight of aseething interiority —theweight of the confessional
— seeps in through the backdoor with the use of the category —
producing in turn asubtle Christianization of theworld of the pagan.
Instead, can we have alanguage of relationalitiesand intimaciesthat
isnot altogether hemmed in by the category ‘ sexuality’ —acategory
that appears stifling—given itshistory and its emergence from what
was hitherto either ‘flesh’ or ‘instinct’? Can Sappho for Equality
inaugurate in the second decade of its activism a language of
relationalitiesand intimaciesthat doesnot havethe color that * sexudity’
asacategory has?
Thisisnot to suggest that we give back to the west acompendium of
how our bodies-pleasures-pains-rel ationalities-intimaciesare different
from those in the west. Maybe they are. In a mundane sense, each
body isdifferent from the other. Even the so-called west isinternally
heterogeneous. However, that is not the point. The point is to see
how thewest had cometo describeits experience of bodies-pleasures-
pains-rel ationalities-intimacies in terms of the complex continuum
‘<lust-desire> <guilt-repression> <sin-confess on>" and how wecould
provide (could we?) another description and understanding not just
to and about ourselves but to the west aswell.
‘Sexuality’ has entered everyday discourse with aconceptual force
that seems both natural and inevitable. One can only hope that the
next timewe aretempted to invoke‘ sexuality’, rather than appearing
familiar, thisgesturewill become problematic, evendifficult ...

Foucault, M. 2003. Abnormal: Lectures at the College de France (1974-1975) —

Picador: New York.
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MAKING WAVES, NESTING DREAMS,
BUILDING BRIDGES

Ranjita Biswas

It was an evening in October 2003 when | got acall from my senior
asking me if | would be interested in volunteering as a therapist
with aleshian bisexual transgender support group in Kolkata. Neither
the subject of lesbianism nor the feeling of same-sex attraction was
new to me. However, | had no inkling of the existence of support
groups for such people; neither had | heard of Sappho before. So
after saying yes to him and noting down a couple of numbers |
went about educating myself. | surfed the internet, taught myself
the names of some support groups (both gay and lesbian) in India,
and, having made acall to“Malobika’, | started looking forward to
the date of my appointment.

| remember that evening distinctly. | wastold to wait in front of a
particular STD booth fromwherel would be* picked up’ by “Abir”.
| reached my destination and made a call to the given number. |
was asked to watch out for a short-haired woman on amotor bike.
Thiswhole business of being giveninstructions and following them
appeared pretty adventurousto me; at the sametimeit rattled me.
Till then | had always associated the name of “Abir” with themale
gender which left me wondering what a man was doing with a
lesbian group anyway! Abir arrived, and without much ado, asked
me to climb up behind her on the bike! | was completely zapped,
being immediately reminded of all the Bollywood thrillers that
proceed on these lines. | took adeep breath and steeled myself for
some adventures of the night! | wasdriven (unfortunately not blind-
folded) to one of the by-lanes of south Calcutta, to a small 10/10
room located at the back of ahouse.

The moment | entered theroom, all my consternation evaporated as
| was welcomed by three other women of different ages, sizesand
hues. | perched myself on the floor with the foursome and instantly
felt pleasant vibes emanating from these four vibrant and warm
women. My anxieties having subsided | started enjoying their
camaraderie. The exchange that followed was an extremely warm
one; of course | must admit that initially | stared at the four women
in front of me, trying to figure out who the ‘owner’ of the NGO
was — was it the forty-sh woman in saree with long plaited hair?
Shelooked so ‘un-leshian’ in her attirethat | immediately concluded
that she must be the heterosexual lady who runs the NGO for the
other leshian women. My curiosity did not last long asthe lady in
sareeand abig bindi introduced herself and her partner and revealed
that the other two women in the room were also partners and they
were in fact the founder members of Sappho! | was given a brief
history of the group which was till then unfunded and sustained
itself through individual contributions. | was explained my role —
members of the support group needed counselling and therapeutic
intervention fromtimeto timefor variousreasons. | readily accepted
theinvitation and set up my first session date. | was also requested
to write an article from amedical/psychiatric perspectivefor their
newsletter (Swakanthey — in her own voice) which they were
planning to launch in Kolkata Book Fair 2004. | readily agreed to
write and when | did, | was rather surprised by the fact that the

short piece turned out to be more personal than professional. |
realized | had unknowingly started feeling in sync with the group
and wanted to become part of it. However at that time my
heterosexual moorings prevented me from laying a claim to their
collective space. And there were others like me who by virtue of
bel onging to the mal e sex or the non-queer section could not become
part of the support group. Yet we all wanted to share their lives,
their loves, their thought worlds, as also their struggles — skin to
skin. Our collective needs gave rise to a new collective — Sappho
for Equality —in 2003. However, this was not the only reason for
itshirth.

How political is the clinical?

By and large, sexuality remains a taboo subject, confined to the
closeted space of the bedroom and pockets of shrouded secrecy in
bars, sex clubs, footpath wares, cyberspaces and between magazine
covers. Only certain forms of desire enjoy social patronage and
legal sanction thereby driving the* abject others either tothemargins
or under the ground. The only ‘public’ space where sexuality has
gained somelegitimacy isasapublic healthissue albeit in terms of
fulfilling targets, beit HIV-AIDS, or, reproductive and child health.
However, whatever little visibility sexuality (understood solely as
heterosexual) receives in and through official state sponsored
publicity, and information materials, non-heterosexual desiresand
practices remain silenced and a veritable blind spot. It does not
feature in any of the state supported reproductive or sexual health
policy discussions and is barely tolerated in the HIV-AIDS
campaign, never being spoken of in positiveterms.

It isin this context that the clinic becomes the space where the
realm of the sexual unfoldsin amazing and interesting ways. My
involvement in the Sappho clinic threw up new insights about worlds
hitherto unknown to me, and questioned a number of my
assumptions, both about myself and about others. Problems and
issues were many. Most of them seemed to arise out of the
compulsion to be Same and the urgency to communicate difference.
On the one hand, there is this unwritten code that urge people to
either conform to the ‘mainstream’ ways of living, thinking and
being, or be doomed. On the other, thereisthisfelt need to express
desires, loves, sufferings and pain that remain perpetually denied
through a process of double disavowal — forgetting, and then
forgetting the fact of having forgotten. Some found it difficult to
resist the pressures of family and peer to conform to the * normal’
and the ‘natural’ while others suffered serious self-doubt. Some
spoke of the pain of forced marriages, of being abandoned by family
and friends, while others revealed the insensitivity of the medical
community (both mental health and other medical streams) towards
their suffering and their need for acompassionate healing. Almost
all spoke of intolerance, lack of understanding and rejection, beit
spaces of formal exchange, or, more intimate interaction.



The kind of issues that erupted in the clinic underscored the need
for a better understanding of the processes of normalization and
pathol ogization, not astwo exclusiveterrains, but as something that
happens simultaneously and complementarily. It becameimportant
to acknowledge that the formation of any norm, standard or ruleis
inevitably premised on the exclusion of some others. Theexclusion
however, is no innocent or accidental process. Rather than being
an act of omission it is an act of commission. There is a certain
politicsto it that stands to be analyzed and resisted. Secondly, we
realized that the clinic aloneisnot the place which can foster healing,
and theindividual isnot theonly ‘crisis’ that needs‘intervention’.
Whileit becomesimperative to develop and nurture more spaces of
support and solidarity, it is also necessary to intervene in the
‘mainstream’ ways of life, to question and bring to crisisassumptions
and theoriesthat feed and sustai n the categories of the‘ conventional’
and the ‘majority’. The process of therapy withinthe‘clinic’ hasto
be supplemented with ‘non-clinical’ support systemslike supporting
peer groups, believing familial networks and anon-discriminating
state. And in this direction support groups like Sappho play avery
important role. Thisisthe space of unconditional acceptance that
encourages co-feeling and hel ps one regain confidenceto carry on
with the struggle against mainstreaming. This is the space where
one can leave behind the baggage of the ‘normal-legal-moral’ to
just be. Thisisalso the space that provides aplatform for building
bridgeswith the larger community. When Sappho began asasupport
group for leshian, bisexual and transgender women in 1999 the
primary goal of the organization was to provide safe space and
compassionate healing for women with same-sex preference.
Gradually it became afelt need to move beyond — into the sphere
of activism — into an interface with the larger society in order to
fight discrimination and hatred against marginalized women with
same-sex preference. Thus began thejourney of Sappho for Equality
—to foreground the issue of non-heteronormative sexuality among
thelarger community aswell aswithin other social movements.

The motivating force behind this move has been the need to build a
coalition with the ‘non-queer’ society through their direct
involvement in amovement that seeksto question the assumptions
of ‘mainstream’ heterosexist practicesand norms. So we decided to
carry our campaign to theworld of the more‘common’ (dominant,
normative) majoritarian way of life and lovei.e., heterosexuality.
Because we believe that it is only through dialogue that the ambit
of the‘natural’ can be brought to crisis.

How political isthe personal ?

The interrelationship between sex gender and sexuality has had
significant imbricationsfor feminist politics. Intrying to make sense
of problems like rape, child sexual abuse, trafficking, as well as
chart ways of resistance, feminists have arrived at theinsight that
sexuality isan important issue that can no longer beignored in any
discussion on gender justice. The growing realization within the
women’s movement, that sexuality forms an important aspect of
every woman's life (whether she be single/married, living on the
streetg/living in home, conventionally heterosexual/rebelliously non-
heterosexual) has helped fore-ground concerns like violence and
sexuality, reproductive rights and sexuality, mental health and
sexuality, disability and sexuality etc. However, in spite of thesere-

articulationswithin the domain of the political, issues pertaining to
non-normative sexuality remain restricted to the very specific work
fields of only those groups committed to the cause by virtue of
embodying-personifying the cause. This continueswhile sexuality
—considered by some aperipheral issue, secondary to problems of
education, livelihood and violence — becomes the root/route for
denying some women their right to education, livelihood and a
primary reason for perpetrating violence, be it through forced
marriageor rape, murder or desertion, ostraci sation or pathol ogi zation.
So, whilethe heterosexual majority can afford to remain complacent
intheir naturalized, normative sexual beings, the‘ queer’ community
cannot but help carry the burden and label of being ‘excessively’

and ‘inappropriately’ pre-occupied with sexuality.

Itisnot our contention that heterosexuality isanother namefor sexud
oppression and needs to be done away with. Nor do we intend to
establish non-heterosexual love asthe more ethical way of life. We
would rather seek to focus on the terms of exclusion that operateto
sediment some norms and standards as normal, self-evident or
conventional. To start doing this, we propose to re-turn the gaze
and start are-vision of theworld from thelocation of themargini.e.
from thelives and loves of people belonging to the ‘ non-majority’
sexual groups. Thisact of looking back —looking with fresh eyes—
fromanew critical direction could give usnew insights, new waysto
interrogate both —what we call the * mainstream’ and what we call
the‘alternative' .

We seek to generate many conversations and interactions that can
then become alaunching pad to re-think some of the near-normative
categories that rule our desires, our intimacies and produce and
reproduceour life-worldsin narrow rigid forms. We hopeto continue
with thisjourney of making queer what is usual and ordinary. We
believe, such journeys and conversations can contribute towards a
different world view —onethat islessdiscriminating and lessviolent,
and thereby more endearing.
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Sacrilege and other songs ..
sumita

These mood-pieces were written over a period of ten years originally in Bangla. They seem to talk about a queer kind of

spirituality. Well, I am not a straight person, I never was!

1

Give back

Oh give back my own illusion
Take back

Oh take back that omni-vision

I had opened my eyes to see you
I had held out my hands to touch you
But darkness is still profound

And silence spreads its mantle at the funeral ground

2

Sound of your foot steps

Slowly melting away beyond my closed door

Like those little pearls scattered all over the stairs in playful plenty
From a beautiful necklace you have stringed together

From a beautiful me you have stringed together

3

Like a flower i laugh with my whole body
And not just with the face

Like a garment i throw off my soul overhead
Dance naked fearless

4

Once in the flight i had looked behind

To gaze at a desolate sky diving into the sea

Once in the flight i had looked behind

To gaze at a lonely branch waving her hand at me

Were you calling me back
Were you wishing me luck

5

The clouds but doze

The trees bend close

The waters break into a sad song
The winds touch by

The lights glow high

And you and I shall walk along

6

Those who think
Knowledge begets power
Are foolish

Such knowledge of power
Brings naught anything

Because mystery begins at a deep dark secret place
Down the abyss fathomless

Only love can dare

To take you there

Through that hell to the promised land of nothingness

7

Yes I have pulled out pain from the very core
And relief as well

Yes I have pulled out tyranny from the very core
And slavery as well

See how passionately I can confess everything
Because I have pulled out confession from of the very core
And excuse as well

And finally danced the last tango in peace

8
Who asked whom to come closer
Who asked whom to love more

Two children facing each other
On the eternal bed of fire
Poured body unto body

To find respite

Please oh please open the door
Let life be born this moment
For eternity and more

9

Water water everywhere

And a white sail boat passes by

A river dwells deeper beneath the conscious shore
And so dwells the shadow beneath the I

10

Those who talk about love

How could they dissect it

Those who had known fire

Canthey choose between flames

When that precious moment will arrive
At one stroke of perfect madness

Love shall marry death
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