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The team dedicates this edition to Satyam Jha,
our teammate and a loving friend to many of us.

We lost him to COVID-19 during the last phase
of proofreading the journal. We wish we could
have shared this final version with him. The
team is incomplete without him,  and we hope
this dedication, however inadequately, honours
his work and encouraging enthusiasm, which
helped us see this edition of Tarikh through.
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From the Editors

This note from the editors, written in
early May, was part of the draft of the
journal that the complete team was
proofreading. This was before we lost
one of our team members. Our
messages dedicated to him are at the
end of the journal. All other parts of
the journal, including the note, remain
unchanged.

The journal is set to be released during
the second wave of the COVID-19
pandemic in India. A few months ago,
we considered the possibility of not
mentioning the pandemic in the
editorial, to solely focus on the theme
of the journal. But we are writing
during a tragic crisis. Over the past few
months, authors and members of the
team have requested extensions and
aid: they have been tending to their
own and others’ health, sometimes
financial situations. Particularly in the
past few weeks, most of us have, at
different times and for different
reasons, needed exemptions and time
off. While we will thank all
contributors and our guides in the
acknowledgments section, we can
never be sufficiently grateful to
everybody who has worked through
this, diligently and persistently, to
bring out this journal. We recognise
that it is a privilege to have been able
to do so. The cohesive and encouraging

team built in the process has been a
blessing.

Several times in the past months, work
has seemed difficult, distracting, or
even relatively unimportant in the
context of the crisis. We hope, through
this note and the following articles, we
are able to demonstrate to the reader,
and remind ourselves, why this
continues to be an important theme to
pursue. We also hope to emphasise the
relevance of approaches incorporating
sexuality as an analytical category for
understanding the complications of,
and recovery from, crises and times of
flux such as this pandemic. This is a
point argued and demonstrated by the
third, fourth, seventh and ninth articles
in the journal, among others.

Our regular courses in college have
given us merely a taste of the
importance of studying the social,
political, psychological, cultural, and
economic dimensions of sexuality, and
sexuality’s pivotal role in society,
economics, politics, and culture.
However, we have not explored the
theme in anywhere close to the depth it
requires. We hope to understand how
sexuality and regulations of it shape
structures and hierarchies, and also
explore the multiple perspectives from
which it can be studied. In working
with the theme, we came across an
array of multidisciplinary approaches
to it, including linguistics, art and

Tarikh 2021 | 1



aesthetics, psychology, sociology,
queer theory, gender studies,
anthropology, and more. Focusing on
histories of taboo and transgression, the
articles venture into issues and areas
such as gender, hegemony, economics,
intersectionality, language, theory,
marginalisation, health, politics,
identity, colonialism, and violence.

We have arranged the articles in
alphabetical order according to
authors’ names to avoid imposing any
themes on them in classifying or
ordering them. The terminology is
largely in accordance with the authors’
decisions. So is the styling: italics are
used for emphasis, though rarely,
where the authors prefer them, and
diacritics have only been used in the
eighth article (“Kālidāsa and
Sexuality”) based on the author’s
comfort and choice. Two points also
need to be made about the endnotes.
Firstly, the MLA 7th edition format
requires that works mentioned in the
endnotes be included in full only in the
works cited section. However, we have
included the complete publication
details in the endnotes itself — in most
cases where only the note refers to the
work — where this might make it
easier to locate the references for
further reading. Secondly, the MLA
format recommends minimal or short
notes. However, since this is an
undergraduate journal aimed at a broad
audience, where long notes are

necessary for contexts, definitions,
clarifications, nuance, or alternative
perspectives, their length has not been
restricted.

There are several areas that we were
unable to even touch upon under this
theme. While the journal, of course,
was meant to look only at a few
approaches and possibilities, some
aspects may be glaring omissions. For
example, the intersection of caste and
sexuality, and the regulations
surrounding this, has not been touched
upon. There has been much important
work in this area, unexplored in this
journal. Significant areas and
approaches have gone unmentioned.
Moreover, the deeper we delve, the
more is uncovered in the wide
spectrum this topic provides. Even
within the journal, the articles do at
times contradict each other. Though
limited by time, space, and the nature
of submissions received, we hope the
tip of the iceberg that we have
skimmed here prompts us and the
readers to more conversations and
critiques.

The articles in this journal approach the
theme of ‘sexuality’ in their varied
ways, using approaches ranging from
psychoanalytic criticism to
historiographic inquiry, and covering a
range of geographic regions and time
periods, from Renaissance Italy to
Renaissance Harlem, from the North
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West Provinces of 19th century
colonial India to some post-colonial
perspectives on Southwest Nigeria.

The themes and articles do pose issues.
For instance, the subjects of some
articles lack sufficient reliable
contemporaneous primary sources:
Sappho’s poems exist in fragmentary
forms, and accounts of her life are
multifarious and inconsistent; for the
range of compositions attributed to
Mirabai, establishing authorship is
complicated, and life and legend
mingle. It is also necessary to navigate
the line between consolidating a topic
and risking over-generalisations. As
editors, we risk censoring,
mistranslating and falling prey to our
own limited understanding and
experience. We are unsure how far we
have avoided issues like silencing or
under-representation, and have also
inevitably privileged certain arguments
over others by exploring them. We can
only hope to counter and balance this
through further research and
conversation.

There is a lot that both authors and
editors have found missing or
unsatisfactory through all stages of
working on the journal, but we hope
that is a positive indication of the
wealth of material and perspectives we
have not been able to factor in. All the
contributors and team members are
students; even discovering new

avenues through which we can study
the theme(s) is exciting and important.

We hope for and look forward to
criticism and conversation. We invite
readers to go through the journal
critically and add nuance where they
find it missing through their
discussions and feedback. We also
encourage readers to explore the works
cited by the articles, and write to us for
more works on the subject that we
referred to in the process, but could not
include. We would also be grateful for
recommendations of material that
provides important perspectives, but
that the authors and editors may have
been unaware of while working. There
is a feedback button on the ‘Tarikh
Archives’ page of The History
Society’s blog, Historically Speaking.
Please click on it to communicate with
us, for comments, thoughts, critiques,
recommendations and discussions. We
will try to find ways we can make these
conversations visible and notify the
process.

We are grateful for this opportunity to
participate in bringing together this
edition, and for all we have been
introduced to in the process. We look
forward to more time exploring.

Mehr Gandhi and Aisha Nikita Singh
Editors-in-Chief
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...So pleased at �rst the towering Alps we try,
Mount o'er the vales, and seem to tread the sky;

The eternal snows appear already past,
And the �rst clouds and mountains seem the last;

But those attained, we tremble to survey
The growing labours of the lengthened way;

The increasing prospect tires our wandering eyes,
Hills peep o'er hills, and Alps on Alps arise!..

- 'A Little Learning' extracted from An Essay on Criticism, Part II.
Alexander Pope.
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Bishnoi & Kumar

Uncovering the Bhaktin’s Sexuality:
The Signi�cance of  Psychoanalytic Perspectives

Dakshita Bishnoi and Aakriti Bikash Kumar

Note: It is contested whether or not several of the poems attributed to Bhakti
saints like Mira were actually written by them or by later authors. Translations
may hinder the process of psychoanalytic criticism when the words used or the
cultural meaning they carry get lost in translation. The accounts of Mira’s life
are contested. Life and legend often mingle. This might also be a challenge to
recovering the context of the individual author’s expression. While this article
argues for the insights that a psychoanalytic perspective may provide, such
challenges in this case remain significant and need to be factored in.

Rana gave me poison; we all know about that.
But when gold enters the fire, it becomes purer gold.

My family’s honor, my reputation — it’s all water running through the fingers.
Add a curtain to your house; I am weak and half-mad.

An arrow from his bow hit me; now I’m certifiably crazy.
I’ve given body and soul to the saints; I hold on to the lotuses of their feet.

The Lord has saved Mira; he knows well that she is his servant.

— Mirabai (Bly and Hirshfield)

Bhakti literature involves the
linguistic as well as the discursive
mode. Hence, in our humble attempt
to explore the potential for unravelling
the bhaktin’s identity and expressions
of sexuality, through this literature, we
suggest that her texts be viewed
through a lens stripped of its historical
biases, placing the subject, and her
intended and unintended expressions,

at the centre. Psychoanalytic
perspectives may provide an
opportunity to do so. Psychoanalysis
has lost traction in several fields,
including psychology to an extent.
Maud Ellman writes, ‘Reactions
against psychoanalysis tend to be
visceral, the body rejecting with
convulsions what the intellect refuses
to assimilate’ (1). However,
psychoanalytic criticism still seems to
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have merit in literary criticism. Its
techniques may provide significant
perspectives on Bhakti literature, a
kind of confessional literature, as
autobiographical writing in which the
bhaktin tries to tell the truth of her
self, about herself, as honestly and
completely as she can. It is addressed
‘to a god whom the confessor desires
to know and serve and elicit the
forgiveness of’ (Ogden 3). Indeed,
considering the nature of Bhakti
writing, psychoanalysis may replenish
the stores of mystery, reversing the
course and opening the vault of the
unknown bhaktin.

First, we explore and critically
evaluate the traditional and
contemporary approaches to the study
of Bhakti. The hegemonic
historiography on the vastly
subversive Bhakti literature produced
by the bhaktin, at the national level,
continues to either uphold the
‘collective’, and emphasise her
devotion and religiousness, or dismiss
her expression altogether as ‘divine
madness’.

For instance, A. S. Altekar argued,
‘Their [women’s] religious

disenfranchisement had created a
vacuum; it was filled by the
Bhakti-Pauranik religion. In fact, they
became its de facto custodians’ (206).
In this traditional view, and others

alike, the Bhakti movement is
regarded as an ideological movement
with religion as the basis for its
inspiration. Rekha Pande explains this
lapse in historiography in terms of a
‘lack of emphasis on social history’.
As a result, the socio-economic
changes attempted and affected get
overlooked (“The Bhakti Movement”
214). Even this relatively evolved
definition, however, reveals Bhakti
first as a ‘protest movement’, the
product of a transitional society,
wherein the city produced its own
social stratification — favouring the
merchant — distinct from the
orthodox Brahmin-dominated social
hierarchy.

Away from this monolithic
homogeneous understanding of
Bhakti, there is a revelation: that is the
bhaktin and her true expression. Like
the male bhakta, while the female
bhaktin too harped on love and
denounced Brahmanical rituals, her
bhakti was arguably far more personal
(in intent and outcome) than that of
the ‘collective’ that consolidated the
concept of an egalitarian society. In
popular history, however, ‘such
radicalism in women was
marginalised’ and they are hailed as
mere devotees, remembered for their
religious poetry, not as women
seeking or attaining liberation.
According to Raji B. Nair, labels of a
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‘mystic’ and a ‘blind devotee’ were
thrust upon bhaktins like Mira
deliberately by the androcentric
society (63).

It can be surmised then, that the
bhaktin never truly featured in the
‘collective’ to begin with. The
dominant discourse of the Bhakti
movement itself — of the bhaktas,
especially the Nirguna saints1 — refers
to women in derogatory terms,
reinforcing and reiterating the existing
notions of women’s identity (Pande,
“The Bhakti Movement” 219). This
initial exclusion is further
compounded by the limited
documentation of the historical
figures of bhaktins, owing to the
mostly-oral tradition of Bhakti, lack
of patronisation in courts, lack of
contemporaneous biographies and
religious hagiographies, and often
limited, elite- and male-focused
historiography. The dismissal of the
bhaktin’s bold self, and the
displacement of her experience, has
been engendered by a society in
which patriarchy and phallocentrism
are intrinsic to culture, language,
religion, relations, and interpretations
of history.

In seeking to demystify the historical
processes, to uncover the bhaktin’s
individual, unconscious expression of
repressed sexuality, we find that,

unlike the ‘representative’ bhakta, her
identity, besides incorporating
socio-economic categories, is
significantly also located in her being
a ‘woman’. Hers was thus a protest of
a different kind: through Bhakti,
women ‘created a discursive space for
themselves despite prevalent
patriarchal paradigms of identity
formation’ (Pande, “Women’s Voice”
63). In the process of their protest,
they renounced ‘age old notions of
respectability’ and ‘feminine
behaviour’, adopting practices like
wearing ghungroos (musical anklets)
and dancing with Sadhus in the case
of Mira (Bhattacharya 155).

Ultimately, though historiography on
the bhaktin is both limited and
influenced by reconstructions and
interpolations, many of her
representative aspects — figments of
her personal expression and identity
— remain; ironically thriving within
the very institution of the household,
which the bhaktins’ Bhakti had first
challenged. Pande argues that we have
to turn to these ‘collective memories
and remembrances’ for accessing
them (63).

Rima Bhattacharya lends another
perspective: she states, ‘This
movement reframed the perception of
God and divinity’. The attribution of a
superior being to God was now
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replaced by acknowledging the deity
as a friend, lover, spouse, or even a
child. This, in turn, opened up fluid
intimacies between deity and devotee.
Bhakti then becomes a medium to
express one’s desires under the guise
of devotion and godly love, as in the
case of Mirabai, who could then evade
the established norms of marriage and
family. Paradoxically, ‘by
incorporating God into the family, the
devotee was often in conflict with the
traditional reproductive family’
(Bhattacharya 155).

While distinctly locating the bhaktin
within the larger movement of Bhakti
is significant, comprehension of her
expression cannot be complete with a
mere literal reading of her texts. A
psychoanalytic approach equates the
text, which is itself a ‘culturally
symbolic product’, and the symbols
and archetypes that feature in it with
the ‘psyche’ of the writer, providing
profound insight into their
subconscious and even into the
reactions and emotions the text elicits
from readers and listeners.2 To dissect
and retrieve from the text that which
is a repressed expression, albeit
unintended, is the cause of
psychoanalytic inquiry. Such
psychological literary criticism has
emerged out of the theories by
Freudian thinkers, who — following
Sigmund Freud — emphasised the

influence of the unconscious mind on
behaviour,3 and Neo-Freudian
thinkers, who modified Freud’s ideas,
generally agreeing that childhood
experiences matter but
de-emphasising sex and focusing
more on the social environment and
effects of culture on personality
(Knapp 102). While for long,
psychoanalysis — especially Freudian
psychoanalysis — has been
condemned as the enemy of feminism,
some scholars have argued that it
offers a unique insight into the
‘psychic reproduction of oppression’
(Seu 20).

In the context of India, Girindrasekhar
Bose argues, ‘The field of repression
in normal life is very much wider than
is usually believed. Our ideas of
morality, crime, punishment, chastity,
social duty etc., all owe their motives
to this source’ (151). Further, Sudhir
Kakar writes that psychoanalysis has
traditionally viewed art and science as
‘valuable sublimatory creations’ (The
Analyst and the Mystic), whereby
socially unacceptable feelings,
desires, and impulses are channelised
into positive, socially-approved
activity, often creative though not
necessarily so (Cohen and Kim).
Psychoanalysis of the mystics, in
particular, has overcome its own
obstacles: Kakar quotes Vishnu Das in
his Ecstasy,
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‘It is nice to muse about the
saints but disastrous to imitate them.
Let us savour the past without trying
to regain it’ (115).
Kakar also writes,

‘[Psychoanalysis] has often
seen in mysticism in particular and
religion in general a regressive return
to the protective beings (and being) of
infancy and early childhood…
[Mysticism] is a radical enhancement
of the capacity for creative
experiencing, of the ability to
experience with all one’s heart, all
one’s soul, and all one’s might. It
requires that the mystic undergo a
creative immersion in the deepest
layers of his or her psyche, with its
potential risk of phases of chaos and
lack of integration… Where the
mystical ability to experience
profoundly is sought to be enhanced
within a master-disciple relationship,
as in most schools of Hinduism,
Buddhism, and Sufism, the potential
mystic may be better placed than the
analysand to connect with — and
perhaps correct — the depressive core
at the base of human life which lies
beyond language’ (Indian Identity).

When creativity is granted to the
writer and the painter while all
psychoanalytic virtue is denied to the
mystic, one dismisses that each
artistic creation is possibly an attempt
to attain relatedness, transcendence,

rootedness, sense of identity and
frame of orientation, which, according
to Erich Fromm, are five existential
needs in humans (Rajan 40-1).4

Scholars of religion have
distinguished the path to mysticism in
various ways: ‘mysticism of the
infinite’ i.e. an elevation of
awareness, ‘where the unifying
experience with the superhuman
eliminates the perception of the
concrete and abstract elements from
the sensate world’ (as seen, for
example, in thinkers such as Plotinus
and Shankara; Akerberg 277); and,
‘mysticism of personal life’ i.e. a
meeting with God experienced at a
deep level of faith within normal
waking consciousness (Söderblom
qtd. in Akerberg 278).

Within some psychoanalytic
approaches to literary criticism, a
psychoanalytic critic interprets
symbols while envisioning the
imagery from the text, and
explanations for the acts of dancing,
riding, and flying are interpreted as
symbols of sexual pleasure (Rezaei
and Seyyederezaei 1910). As
explained by Marie-Thérèse
Charpentier, etymologically, ‘the term
bhava, widely used in Bhakti circles,
originates from the Sanskrit root bhū-
“to become”, and is usually translated
as “spiritual mood” or “ecstasy”’;
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‘viewed as a vehicle of religious
expression, it is a state of intense
spiritual rapture, including visions and
mystical union with the deity’ (232).
These psychoanalytic perspectives
offer a depth to the understanding of
not only the bhaktin’s voice but also
to the dimensions added to the Bhakti
movement at large.

Such a psychoanalytic inquiry into the
medieval bhaktin is lacking without
the inquirer’s perception of her
socio-economic and religious context
in time. ‘Social constructionism’
focuses on social practices and argues
that explanations for social behaviour
can be found in the practices through
which people actively construct and
reconstruct reality (Seu 22).5

Likewise, the two processes of
socialisation, the ‘intra-psychic’
(psychological phenomena arising
within the psyche) and ‘inter-psychic’
(the reciprocal influences of two or
more minds) are crucial for an
understanding of women’s lives and
experiences (Seu 106). Women were
producers of important ideas, giving
us entirely new insights into female
religiosity and its distinctiveness in
the medieval world.

Religion was possibly the only
legitimate space available to women
for public expression in most
contexts: they could participate in

public gatherings, visit pilgrimage
places, compose songs, and, through
Bhakti, directly aspire to reach God.
According to Pande,

‘...religion is one of the areas
where there is an avenue open for
protest but paradoxically, religion is
also one area which is the last to
change though the overall
socio-economic context has long
changed... In the case of Indian
women, the domesticity has been
reinforced through insistence on
following the family tradition,
maintaining the household and
consequently the movement
[reflecting its social milieu] always
negated the achievements of women
outside the household’ (“Women’s
Voice” 68).

Traditionally, the woman has been
accorded a subordinate status in the
Brahmanical social and religious
order. By the time of Manu, the
Upanayana ceremony ‘became
unnecessary for girls and they were
debarred from performing religious
sacrifices’.6 While, according to such
Brahmanical law books, each
individual had to live according to
Dharma, ‘for a woman, her Dharma
was only Stridharma’ (Pande,
“Women’s Voice” 66). A woman’s
position in society was determined by
its patriarchal structure, her status
defined in terms of her role in the
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family vis-à-vis the husband (Pande,
“Bhakti Movement” 220). A woman,
thus, becomes the ‘mistress of the
house’ and the custodian of the family
Dharma. Women had to carry out
‘frequent acts of ritual purification’,
and were considered subordinate to
the patriarch’s voice of authority due
to their assumed ‘fickle nature’ and
‘the inherent pollution in the female
body’ (Pande, “Women’s Voice” 66).
Women had to ‘visit temples with
greater regularity, perform sacred rites
with higher faith and submit to vratas
(religious fasts) with more alacrity
than men’ (Altekar 206). A common
misconception that emerges from such
daily observations is that women are
by nature more religious and
devotional than men. Altekar again
emphasises, ‘The Pauranik religion,
which came into prominence by c.
500 A.D., made ample provisions for
the religious requirements of women.
As early as the third century B.C.,
women were already accustomed to
performing numerous vows and fasts,
which were unknown to Srutis and
Smritis’ (206).

A woman is seen by svabhav (nature)
as not only polluting, but also
potentially dangerous because of her
sexuality. Uma Chakravarti writes that
in her review of four women saints in
South India are revealed ‘two ways in
which the female body and sexuality

are treated’:
‘One way is to deny sexuality

and transcend it… [which] resolves
the threat that female sexuality poses,
especially for a non-grahastha woman
who may wander widely in pursuit of
her goal with the same freedom that
the male bhaktas have. Another way
is to accept the sexuality of woman
but channelise it away from mortal
men and direct it to the chosen god as
lover or husband. In this situation, the
female body itself is used to express
the bhaktin’s devotion. In such a
situation, there still remains the threat
represented by the body of the bhaktin
in terms of her interaction with the
wider world’ (26-27).

A woman’s sexuality is seen as a
source of prosperity — as in child
bearing — when it is active; however,
only when controlled by her husband
or a related male. In any other
situation, she must totally repress it.

Simultaneously, prejudices against
women, as a barrier to salvation,
continued as the ‘Shastric/Puranic
patriarchal injunctions define[d]
women as part of the illusory world,
stating that they lack a soul and that
their mayavi (deceptive) nature is a
hindrance to the achievement of
renunciation by men. Therefore, all
women were prohibited from the state
of renunciation’ (Bhatnagar, Dube &
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Dube 21). Chakravarti writes that
when the ‘question of women’s place
in the search for salvation’ surfaced
— ‘among all religious currents but
especially in the dissent movements’
— and attempts were made to resolve
it, it ‘led to a plurality of situations’.
Buddhism first created a space for
women to pursue their religious goals,
and Bhakti was a continuation of this
tradition to an extent. However, unlike
Buddhism, strands of it ‘collapsed the
distinction between the world of the
grahastha [householder] and the
world of the bhikshu/sanyasi
[renouncer]’ (18).

We shall now delve into the potential
application of psychoanalytic inquiry
to Mirabai’s bhakti. Mirabai extolled
the crazy wisdom of the partridge
‘who swallows hot coals for love of
the moon’. As Elaine Showalter, in
her essay “Feminist Criticism in the
Wilderness”, points out:

‘No theory, however
suggestive, can be a substitute for the
close and extensive knowledge of
women’s texts which constitutes our
essential subject. Cultural
anthropology and social history can
perhaps offer us a terminology and a
diagram of women's cultural situation.
But feminist critics must use this
concept in relation to what women
actually write, not in relation to a
theoretical, political, metaphoric, or

visionary ideal of what women ought
to write’ (205).

Reading Mirabai’s literary work with
one’s ‘eyes and heart’ — from a
psychoanalytic perspective — is
essential, to understand the underlying
world and feelings within her work,
providing insights into how tensions
between inner lives and projected
selves play out.

What we know of Mirabai’s life is
uncertain and accounts of her
marriage, marital life, later life, and
anecdotes are contested. According to
one account, Mira was born in 1498 in
Rajasthan and was the only daughter
of a Rajput nobleman named Ratna
Singh. While her husband’s identity
has also been uncertain, according to
Ruth Vanita and Madhu Kishwar,
most scholars believe it to be Bhojraj,
eldest son of Rana Sanga (77). If
some of the possible accounts are to
be followed, her mother’s early death,
her father’s constant engagement in
fights, her childless marriage with
Bhojraj, his untimely death,
mistreatment by her in-laws, who
attributed to her ‘eccentric’ and
‘abnormal’ behaviour, and her
resistance in her marital home may
have been among factors that
strangulated the expression of her
feelings. Her expression was deemed
‘eccentric’ in a society where a degree
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of homogeneity in the established
norms of particular castes and
communities (here the Rajput
aristocracy of Rajasthan; Vanita &
Kishwar 77) rendered respectability
exclusively to ‘familial’ and
‘submissive’ women. Herein, as Nair
states, Mira seemed to have passed
through the first two phases of

hegemonic oppression and
psychological repression in her life,
which then shifted to literary
expression in the form of poetic
discourse (62).

Her Padāvali (devotional poems) may
be interpreted as an attempt to give an
outlet to her repressions.

The fire of longing

Is burning in my heart

And my whole body is in torment.

(Alston 97)

The colours of the Dark One have penetrated Mira's body; all the other
colours washed out.

Making love with the Dark One and eating little, those are my pearls and
carnelians.

(Bly and Hirshfield 21)

I would like my own body to turn into a heap of incense and sandalwood and
you set a torch to it.

When I've fallen down to grey ashes, smear me on your shoulders and chest.

Mira says: You who lift the mountains, I have some light, I want to mingle it
with yours.

(Bly and Hirshfield 20)
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I’m at Hari’s feet, I give him body and soul.

A glimpse of him is water: How thirsty I am for that!

(Bly and Hirshfield 12)

As Helene Cixous writes in The
Laugh of the Medusa, ‘Write yourself.
Your body must be heard’; these
poems reverberated Mira’s (or other
authors’) subjective voice (880).

Her early poems ‘speak more about
matters of the body than anything
else’ where ‘the frame of the figure of
the Lord can even cause ecstasy in
her’ (Nair 62).

O my mind,

Drink the nectar of the Name of God

Drink the nectar of the Name of God

Give up evil company,

And continually keep the company

Of holy men.

(Alston 118)

What is this world? A patch of gooseberry bushes. It catches us on the way
to the one we love.

The Great Snake Giridhar is Mira’s Lord; I’ll sing about him; then I will be
home.

(Bly and Hirshfield 16)

A gradual shift from bodily frames
and images to the company of holy
men, ‘thoughts of the mind, death,

karma, service, spiritual knowledge
and satsang [a sacred gathering]’
towards the last Padas of Mira can be
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seen; a consequence perhaps of Mira’s
conventional self coming in conflict
with her liberated self (Nair 63); or as
Charpentier puts it, ‘the outer
expression of “divine madness” tends
to diminish or disappear completely
when women’s spirituality matures’
(129).

Mira’s poems give expression to her
experiences, and as stated by Jane
Hirshfield, they are characterised with
two central teachings of liberation i.e.,
‘consummate freedom’ aroused by the
passion portrayed by her early poems
and ‘surrender of self’ required for
that passion’s fulfillment. One begs to
question whether this justifies the
shift from the bodily longings in
Mira’s earlier poems to her spiritual
dive into the ocean of Shyama’s
name, or if it, instead, points to her
surrender to the external forces of
socio-cultural institutions that
weighed down on her.

There could be many takeaways from
the bhaktin’s unique Bhakti when
observed and experienced through her
mind, like Naidu’s suggestions,
buttressed by a perspective of
intertextuality, of the bhaktin’s acts of
inversion rather than of subversion
(45-47).7 Further work can be done on
subjectivity and the exciting tension
between psychoanalytic and
discourse-analytic readings of the

text. Although using very different
frameworks, each offers ‘the
possibility of looking at what factors
militate against change and at the
dynamic interplay between resistance
to power [here, Bhakti] and resistance
to change [orthodox Brahmanism]’
(Seu 116).

Reading the bhaktin’s text from a
psychoanalytic perspective challenges
our preconceptions about the writer
and the text itself and reflects on the
inner-workings of the textual process.
Women’s sexuality becomes an
important mechanism for the control
of women and the creation of
inequality within a patriarchal society,
and patriarchal institutions continue to
persist despite changes.

‘The first institution that has to be
protected in times of change is the
family and women who are looked
upon as the upholders of the morality
of society’ (Pande, “The Bhakti
Movement” 220). The explanation for
this morality can probably be sought
in the male apprehension of female
sexuality. Notwithstanding, an
important dimension of the Bhakti
movement had been the breakdown of
the ‘householder-renouncer divide’,
which had otherwise ‘been an
inherent aspect of the earlier dissent
movement against Brahmanism’.
Here, ‘there was no contradiction in
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the pursuit of bhakti and the life of the
grahastha’. For women, ‘though the
dichotomy persisted and the tension
between marriage and devotion to a
personal god was never successfully
resolved’ (Chakravarti 23),
recognising its effort to bring the
protest to the domain of the patriarch
and the family has tremendous
implications for contemporary women

and peoples of all genders, as it
provides a historical precedent for
flagrant transgression through literary
expression while simultaneously
creating a ground for conscious or
subconscious acceptance.

Notes

1. Hindi scholars such as Ramchandra Shukla, P. D. Barthwal, and
Parashuram Chaturvedi proposed and popularised the Nirguna-Saguna model.
Vasudha Paramasivan in her article “Between Text and Sect: Early Nineteenth
Century Shifts in the Theology of Ram” describes ‘Sagun’ as a phenomenal,
iconic, and personal form of devotion whereas ‘Nirgun’ as a transcendental,
aniconic, and impersonal form of devotion.

2. Andrew Slade talks about ‘intersubjective interaction’: ‘That is, the
represented subjectivity of the narrator and subjectivity of the reader, anytime a
text is read, operate together to produce an effect. One of the goals of
psychoanalytic reading and criticism will be to describe these effects’ (75). See
Slade, Andrew. Psychoanalytic Theory and Criticism: By way of an
Introduction to the Writings of Sigmund Freud. Literary/Cultural Theory.
Hyderabad: Orient BlackSwan, 2016.

3. Freud believed that the unconscious human mind was composed of
three elements: the id, ego, and superego. The id operates at an unconscious
level and focuses solely on instinctual drives and desires. The ego acts as both a
conduit for and a check on the id, working to meet the id’s needs in a socially
appropriate way. The superego deals with morality and higher principles,
encouraging us to act in socially and morally acceptable ways.

4. According to Erich Fromm’s humanistic psychoanalysis, ‘human
dilemma’, which is the faculty to reason acquired by humans after having been
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‘torn away’ from their prehistoric union with nature (unlike other animals),
gave way to ‘existential dichotomies’ of being separated from nature and being
aware of their isolated existence. These existential dichotomies can be resolved
only by acknowledging distinct ‘human needs’ which Fromm refers to as
‘existential needs’ arising out of humans’ attempts to find an answer to their
existence and to avoid insanity over the course of human evolution. For more,
see:
https://sites.google.com/site/ubmichellebadillo/theories-of-personality/fromm-h
umanistic psychoanalysis-theory

5. Social constructionism is a theory of knowledge that holds that
characteristics typically thought to be immutable and solely biological — such
as gender, race, class, ability, and sexuality — are products of human definition
and interpretation shaped by cultural and historical contexts. See:
Subramaniam, Banu. Ghost Stories for Darwin: The Science of Variation and
the Politics of Diversity. Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2014.

6. The Upanayana ceremony is a Hindu rite of initiating a male child
into the life of a student, as well as his acceptance in the larger religious
community. This ceremony is restricted to the three upper classes; the
Brahmanas, the Kshatriyas and the Vaishyas. For more, see:
https://www.britannica.com/topic/upanayana.

7. Naidu describes a ‘rather clever inversion’: the bhaktins that assert
‘destiny as the original source of their asceticism’...‘manage to successfully
invert and overturn societal criticism of their path of renunciation by shifting
the responsibility of intentionality and choice from themselves to God asserting
a kind of divine directive from God…. However, by in a sense denying any
self-agertival volition in choosing the (normally male) path of asceticism, the
women are inverting rather than aggressively subverting the traditionally
established discursive othering of females and gender norms constructed
around asceticism and renunciation’ (47).
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The Sodomites of  the Italian Renaissance:
Homosexual Realities and Homoerotic Fantasies

Eric Chopra

Trigger warning: Mentions of violence and torture in quoted material.

Before reconstructing a history of
male homosexuality during the
Renaissance in Italy, we must
understand that the society of the
European Middle Ages did not have a
concrete or homogenous category to
define individuals engaging in
same-sex relationships. Therefore, the
word ‘homosexual’, with its
present-day connotation, cannot be
used when discussing the period in
question. Such usage would be
anachronistic. The term ‘sodomite’, as
used in the religious and juridical
language of Renaissance Italy,
connotes not only those who engaged
in ‘carnal vices against nature’ but
also those who committed other acts
that came under the umbrella of
sodomy: bestiality, autoeroticism and
even non-procreative sexual activity
between men and women (Rocke
9-12). However, since males engaging
in same-sex intercourse were also
considered to be sodomites, and
penalised for the very act, the term
works as a substitute for our
modern-day terminology associated
with male homosexuals. Throughout
this article, the term ‘sodomite(s)’ is

used strictly to refer to those who
engaged in homosexual intercourse.

As early as in the 13th century, Pope
Gregory IX, the Bishop of Rome, had
ascribed the status of ‘abominable
persons’ to sodomites and claimed
that they were ‘despised by the world
[and] dreaded by the council of
heaven’ (qtd. in Fone 8). Those who
engaged in the acts of sodomy were
committing a crime of the legal status
of an enorme delictum (atrocious
crime) and God himself had
condemned them to eternal flames
(Rocke 20). Sodomites were placed in
the ‘Seventh Circle of Inferno’, a fiery
desert, an abode for all those who
committed violence against God, and
Dante Alighieri, in Divine Comedy,
reinforced the belief that this was the
fate of sodomites (Fone 183-184).
The sin was perceived to be the
source of disasters; when the bubonic
plague wreaked havoc in Europe, the
populace blamed the ‘heretics,
sodomites and Jews’ (Fone 187). In a
society where the fabric of life was
woven by the norms of the Church,
sodomy was fashioned as an

Tarikh 2021｜Page 21



Chopra

irremediable vice. The state convicted
and executed these ‘sinners’, thus
‘construing the sodomite as not only a
sinner but a criminal’ (Fone 179). As
early as 1284, Florence made attempts
to penalise sodomites — they were
exiled (Hajek 2).

By 1325, legal codes were prescribed
wherein boys aged 14 to 18 who had
allowed someone to sodomise them,
were to be fined 100 lire, and those
under 14 were to be fined 50 lire or
flogged nude through the city. The
buildings where ‘sodomite activities’
took place were burnt down and there
was a fine even for composing or
singing poems or songs about
sodomy. Under a law introduced in
1365, anybody who committed
sodomy could be burnt to death (this
punishment depended on the ‘age,
quality, and condition’ of the person
involved) (Rocke 21-22). By 1432,
the ruling class of Florence
recognised this practice as one of the
most pressing moral and social
problems. To tackle it, they organised
an ‘Office of the Night’ — a
specialised magistracy with the aim of
persecuting sodomites. Harsh
penalties were established to punish
those who were guilty, and the
authorities would go to the extent of
shutting down taverns after hours, to
prevent the possibility of a meeting
between sodomites (Hajek 2-3). This
office prosecuted across all social
classes, be it elite men of high status

or those belonging to modest ranks.
The establishment of such a rigorous
legal and social structure for its
prevention hints at the fact that the
practice of sodomy was widespread,
and it is here that the documents from
the Office become a vital source for
reconstructing our history. These
records contain information on around
10,000 people who were incriminated
for homosexual activity (Rocke 8).

For 17 of the 24 years between 1478
and 1502, the Office recorded a total
of 4,062 individuals who were found
indulging in homosexual activities.
During the same period, institutions
such as the court of the podestà and
the Guardians of the Law, including
the Eight of Watch, were responsible
for monitoring and policing sodomite
activities too. While the Office’s role
was primarily policing consensual and
nonviolent forms of homosexual
activities, the other courts dealt with
more serious cases: for example,
relations in which a passive young
boy (puer) had suffered injuries due
to intercourse with a man (Rocke 66).
There were numerous accusations
against old men sodomising young
boys. A 15-year-old boy called
Bartolomeo di Jacopo Piero di
Bartolomeo confessed to the Office
that he had been sodomised by 14
different men, which included artisans
and shopkeepers, a priest, a notary,
and a man from the elite Aldobrandini
family (Rocke 148). Accusations

Tarikh 2021｜Page 22



Chopra

against socially respected men existed
too; Sandro di Cristoforo (a trumpet
player) accused the regal, Antonio di
Leonardo Dell’Antella, of having
sodomised him, which ended up
nearly destroying the latter’s
reputation (Hajek 3).

There were times when certain
individuals made accusations out of a
personal vendetta, since they were
aware of the grave consequences that
the accused could face. However, the
Night Officers did catch some false
claims and dismissed those
accusations. In 1496, 22 accusations
against members of eminent families
were dismissed as slanderous and
inflammatory (Rocke 67). Institutions
were also established in other parts of
Italy — Venice and Bologna — to
find sodomites and bring them to trial.
In 1458, the Council of Ten of Venice
began looking for sodomy
everywhere; they suspected teachers
of ‘music, gymnastics, and fencing’
and closed their schools after dark lest
homosexual behaviour be practised;
barber-surgeons were also distrusted
and so were men gathering at private
dinner parties. Those guilty of the sin
were punished by ‘lashing, public
humiliation, physical mutilation’,
exile, torture, or death by burning or
decapitation (Fone 193-194).
However, to reduce the history of
male homosexuality to an Italian story
of effeminate corrupters of youth
being punished for sodomising young

boys — or simply, to just a story of
sex between men — is harmful. Such
a reduction implies that
homosexuality bases itself entirely on
sexual intercourse. Such a
reconstruction of the past ignores the
histories of asexual relationships and
of consensual romance between men,
which too prevailed during the
Renaissance. Such an understanding
also ignores the fact that there were
instances where the institutions of
power displayed a tolerance for a
male subculture of same-sex romance.

A number of works of Renaissance
literature and visual art have been
dedicated to a culture of same-sex
romance and have hints of celebrating
homoerotic desire. Present in the
newly discovered antique Greek and
Roman stories were tales of love
between men. These tales prompted
Renaissance scholars to perceive
relationships between men through a
new lens. Though the sin from
sodomy was not removed, the
‘forbidden act’ began to be fashioned
as a ‘possibly acceptable feeling’.
Even though the world ‘outside’
presented a different reality for
sodomites, the world of literature
constructed by Renaissance writers
celebrated the very essence of amor
Socraticus (also called masculine
love) (Fone 8). This ‘masculine love’
was usually fashioned after the
ancient philosophical concept of
paiderastia, in which an ideal
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romantic relationship is established
between an adult man and an
adolescent male (Fone 18). We also
see the emergence of an exclusive
symbol for male love in the young
divine hero Ganymede, whom Homer
called the loveliest born in the race of
mortals, and whom the gods had
carried away to be Zeus’ wine-pourer
(Lattimore 410). In visual arts, a
drawing by Michelangelo, called The
Rape of Ganymede, depicted Zeus
carrying the young hero (the painting
was a gift for a much younger
Tommaso de’ Cavalieri, who was an
object of the artist’s affection)
(Schneider 653). Another Italian
figure, Antonio Rocco, wrote a story
set in ancient Greece, called The
Young Alcibiades at School (1652),
which explored the relationship
between Philotimus and his young
pupil Alcibiades. The book has
explicit lines said by Philotimus to his
pupil, which express homoerotic
needs;

‘That eloquence thou wishest to learn
from me . . . my devotion will impart
to thee, but thou shalt not possess it
truly until thy tongue be joined to
mine… Come here, come here, my
ruby …’ and folding him against his
bosom, he punctuated each word he
spake with a lingering kiss (qtd. in
Fone 182).

We also see works of satire which
mock the hypocrisy of Italian society,

such as the hypocrisy in priests
themselves engaging in homosexual
activities. For example, when the
Office of the Night went to the extent
of banning even conversations on the
subject of this vice, to get around this
ban, Renaissance poets such as Ercole
Bentivoglio worked on pieces with
subtle allusions to the sin being
performed by priests, likening this act
to ‘peaches which priests most love/
And normally use in every season’
(qtd. in Hajek 6).

As has been made apparent,
relationships between men were not
encouraged in the society outside
these works. However, through the
‘desexualisation’ of relationships
between men, a loving desire for the
same sex was justified in certain
works. Such works were based on the
reinterpretations of Plato’s writings
and Neoplatonic texts. For instance,
Marsilio Ficino (priest and scholar)
wrote of love between two men and
how it was an allegory of the spirit.
Such a relationship was formed due to
‘Socratic/Platonic love’ — an
all-embracing love, independent of
physical attraction, explained within a
Christianised framework by making
this love ‘chaste’ (Fone 183).

Ficino himself was in chaste-love
with someone he called his amicus
unicus (only true friend), Giovanni
Cavalcanti, and wrote letters to him in
tones of romance (Dall’Orto 41);

Tarikh 2021｜Page 24



Chopra

‘I do not doubt that, with the guidance
of God, who has so happily
established and quickened our bond,
this friendship will provide everything
necessary to us for a life of tranquility
and our investigation of the divine’
(qtd. in Norton).

Philosophers like Giovanni Pico della
Mirandola and Girolamo Benivieni,
too, lived such a lifestyle of love, so
much so that they were buried
together. On their graves, an Italian
verse reads,

‘I pray God Girolamo that in peace
also in Heaven you may be joined

with your Pico as you were on earth,
and as now your dead corpse together

with his sacred bones here lies’
(Dall’Orto 43).

People engaged in such a lifestyle
attempted to delink such a
relationship from sodomy, which was
believed to involve sex. Ficino was
known to have criticised sodomites,
given his Catholic learnings. Pico had
gone to the extent of saying that those
engaged in chaste-love, ‘did not wish
to perform with their beloved ones
any filthy actions’* (Dall’Orto 44).
However, this delinking of
Socratic/Platonic love from sodomy
hardly helped the case of those who
engaged in such a lifestyle. We have
cases such as that of Pomponio Leto,
who was arrested in 1468 on the
charge of sodomy since he had

praised the beauty of two boys in his
writings. His defence remained that
he did it out of Socratic love and
claimed that no connection existed
between that and sodomy (Dall’Orto
44-45). However, such arguments did
not convince the Italians — for
example, in 1589, a student called
Carlo Sigonio wrote a letter in which
he accused school teachers of being
sodomites, hiding under the garb of
Socratic/Platonic love. Sigonio
claimed that Socrates was a wise man,
but he too sinned as a mortal man and
was ‘also willing to cover up other
people’s vices’ (qtd. in Dall’Orto 46).
In 1584, Giordano Bruno presented
such type of love as an enemy of the
female sex (Dall’Orto 49). The
presence of such critical attitudes
towards even desexualised forms of
love between males reveals to us the
reality of Italian society during the
Renaissance, wherein there was
discomfort with same-sex
relationships (platonic or sexual).
Thus, even those engaged in ‘chaste
love’ were considered to be different
from what the norms demanded they
be.

After the fall of the Medicis in 1494,
Florence, dominated by Fra Girolamo
Savonarola, became stricter with its
penalties. Savonarola was a
Dominican reformer who wanted the
governing authorities to make a law
that was without mercy and stoned
and burned the sodomites. According
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to him, it was the ‘cursed vice of
sodomy, for which Florence is
defamed throughout all of Italy’ (qtd.
in Fone 198). Depending on the
number of times the activity was
conducted, sodomites were to be
barred from holding offices, fastened
to a pillar and branded on the
forehead, or burned alive. For
Florence, sodomy continued to
remain, in Savonarola’s words, an
‘unspeakable vice’, which had to be
abandoned or else ‘woe, woe to you’.
However, there were occasions when
popular norms were disrupted. During
the Accession Day of Savonarola,
bands of youth rioted, against
whatever the friar stood for, which
resulted in a major revolt. Pope
Alexander VI excommunicated
Savonarola and, on May 23, 1498, the
latter was hanged and burned.
Standing next to his lifeless body, a
Florentine proclaimed: ‘The one who
wanted to burn me is now himself put
to the flames’ (Fone 198-199).

Despite such occurrences, sodomites
and male lovers continued to be
convicted. When an earthquake in the
Mugello valley and lightning bolts
damaged the Cathedral Cupola and
the Government Palace, this natural
calamity inspired a law against
sodomy; it was these ‘sinners’ who
were blamed for it (Rocke 233). On
July 8, 1542, the first duke of

Florence, Cosimo de Medici, passed a
law that not only punished old men
who sodomised young boys but also
consenting male adults who chose to
have intercourse (Fone 199-200). This
new law drew a distinction between
those who engaged in sodomy
casually and those, ‘whose illicit
erotic activity was more intense or
habitual’ (Rocke 234). In other places,
like Treviso, nails were to be driven
through the sodomite’s ‘male
member’ fastening him to a stake to
be burned the following day (Fone
200).

Thus, despite a large amount of
population engaging in consensual
homosexual activities, despite various
attempts to carve out identities which
fit within a Christian framework, to
justify ‘chaste-love’ between men,
and despite the constant
romanticisation and celebration of
homoerotic desires in the visual arts,
poems and literature of the
Renaissance, a culture of homophobia
and an anti-sodomy sentiment
prevailed. Those in power had to
constantly be conscious of rooting out
this vice, thought to be the cause of
ruin for many Italian cities (Rocke
45).

*referring to homosexual sex
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Pasts and Presents of  Queerness:
Notes on History-Making and Identity in India

Giitanjali

No attempt at a history of discourses
around ‘queerness’ in India can begin
without the celebrated ruling that
struck down Section 377 of the Indian
Penal Code, thereby decriminalising
sexual relations between consenting
homosexual adults. In the long history
of queer struggles that have raged on
the streets and scaled the walls of the
courtroom, this was rightfully
registered a victory.

It is curious, though not surprising,
how assimilationist tendencies present
idyllic visions advocating the eternal
presence of the Indian or South Asian
Homosexual. The assertion that
homosexuality has always been there,
and has always been acceptable and
compatible with the cultural values of
pre-colonial India, continues to be
forcefully presented.1 To support this
argument, several commentators,
historians, theorists, and legal
professionals have taken to
excavating mostly Brahmanical
sources, claiming these serve as
evidence.

Living through the ravages of
capitalist excess, what do these

idealist notions of history, which
present us with no material grounding
for the emergence or historical
presence of homosexual identities, do
for us? Are inflexions of class, caste,
gender and race completely absent
from the organisation of sexuality
under the current mode of production
— one particularly marked by
exploitation along class lines? Do
disparate instances strung together
from pre-colonial texts present us
with a total vision of society as it was
then; particularly a society whose
sexual ethos we must restore and
emulate in our understanding and
praxis of queerness in an increasingly
commercialised space? It becomes
crucial that we, as students of history,
investigate whether there could
possibly be any veracity in a classless
and bourgeois vision of history.

I seek to understand how this
ahistorical need for a class-blind
history that idealises identity enables
the policing of working-class queer
and trans people.2 By privileging the
position of a certain class of queer
people, it allows them to reconcile
themselves to nationalist and
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neoliberal positions, claiming
suffering at the hands of imperial and
colonial rule.

Taking cues from Queer Marxist
traditions, the current article attempts
to construct a world-historical
understanding of the origins of
queerness and queer identity within
the accumulation of capital and
transition to capitalism. How did the
commodity form transform the
vectors on which ‘sexuality’ was
conceived and understood, as recently
suggested by Christopher Chitty? I
also seek to articulate how
organisation among queer and trans
people has to be in solidarity with the
working class as no emancipation is
possible for us within capitalism.

Materialising the history of
queerness

Queer Marxism has developed from
historical materialist thought and
seeks to understand the relationships
between political economy and sexual
formations. The assertion is never to
claim that ‘deviant’ or same-sex
erotics never existed, but rather to
understand how specific cultural
forms of queerness are tied to social
formations. The attempt is also not to
give an all-encompassing theory or
historical timeline of when the
modern sexual form of homosexuality
arose, but rather to understand it as an

ongoing accumulative process, set in
particular geopolitical situations.
While the myth of the eternal
homosexual — reproduced in myriad
ways in India today — serves some
positive political function against
reactionary, right-wing sentiment, it
not only keeps our worldview limited,
but also whitewashes the class
character that so deeply embeds most
identities formed under capitalism.

The commodity form arises under
capitalism. It transforms all
production into the production of
commodities. While the use-value of
objects was present in every society, it
is only under capitalism that it
distinguishes itself, and predicates
itself on exchange-value. The
implication here is the
commodification of labour-power; a
society is now formed where ‘basic
social relations take the form of
relations between owners of
commodities, either of capital goods
or of labour-power…Social relations
— which are, after all, relations
between people — assume here the
form of relations between
commodities’ (Mattick 12; emphasis
mine).

John D’Emilio has placed the origin
of the homosexual identity squarely
within this historical process.3 The
commodification of labour-power
leads to the development of the ‘free’
wage labour system, as capitalists
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dispossess the people of their means
of production. In this process, the
nature of familial relations is
transformed, as the family economy is
transformed into the family wage
economy. Sexuality is released from
its imperative of procreation. While in
earlier feudal forms, homosexual
behaviour existed and no doubt
thrived (D’Emilio 470), the
pervasiveness of the family in
economic production did not allow for
the decoupling of homosexual
activities from other sexual deviances
like bestiality. It is only when the
individual arises in the throes of free
wage labour that it becomes possible
for homosexual desire to merge into a
personal identity. While wage labour
was arguably universalised (Andrew
Liu 198), sexuality was an important
dimension of the accumulation of
capital. With the proletarianisation of
the masses, biological reproduction
attains a different dimension from the
‘reproduction of ownership of the
means of production’ (Chitty 131).

Mercantile production, in its many
forms — like the putting-out system
— may have even favoured
homosocial and pederastic
relationships between men, premised
on an essential power differential.
Combining ‘urban artisanal labor with
maritime trade, and slave and servant
labour with mercantile capital’ (Chitty
134), such an arrangement may have
regulated the easy control of labour

and eased mercantile accumulation.
Homosocial forms of courtly
discipline and patron culture of
production particularly predominated
in pre-colonial India (Chatterjee).

The reordering of urban spaces at the
turn of the twentieth century in both
Europe and colonial India, in the face
of swelling populations seeking work,
relied on bourgeois morality.
Homosexuality and burgeoning
sex-work led to moral panic.
Reorganisation within the new
structures of the city was sought.
Working-class families were forced
into the bourgeois family structure of
heterosexual companionate marriages.
Reform capitalism became a method
of accumulation itself, as the class
conflict was transformed into a host
of ‘social problems’ that had to be
policed, invisibilised and regulated.
Sexuality was particularly the arena in
which the economic power of
capitalists and the political power of
the state were employed to
continually reinforce the homo/hetero
binary, the very creation of which is
akin to class regulation (Valocchi,
“Class-Inflected Nature”).

Historical materialism also helps us
understand that there cannot and
should not be a singularly identified
theory of the formation of ‘the’ queer
identity. Every change in this
identification can be detected through
developing waves of capitalist
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accumulation. Peter Drucker’s work
has been especially key for
understanding the dominant ways in
which queer discourse and culture
have transformed corresponding to
each accumulation regime, spanning
colonialism-imperialism, Fordism and
neoliberalism.

The working-class communities,
particularly in Europe and America in
the early 20th century, created an
underground queer culture marked by
differences in class and gender styles,
held together by ‘several partly
overlapping networks of affiliation’
(Valocchi, “Class-Inflected Nature”),
and dictated by sexological
frameworks which defined
homosexuality largely as a form of
‘gender inversion’.4 Queerness in
these communities was distinctly
marked by gender dissension. Gender
discourse in industrialised Europe
dominated this particular period of
accumulation. Initially, capitalism had
subsumed existing family and
community forms, pulling women,
men and children into the productive
fold. This overstretched the family,
which was also the site of social
reproduction integral to its
functioning. This led to capital
innovating the idea of the ‘family
wage’, enabling women to sustain
households and engage in
child-rearing — socially reproducing
labour for the market. This logic
dictated a new scientism that

popularised innate differences
between ‘males’ and ‘females’.
Production in the factory and social
reproduction separated spheres for
men and women and led to
restructured and hardened notions of
masculinity and femininity. Popular
culture, literature and entertainment
erected elaborate rituals around
heterosexuality. In this same age of
gender difference, ‘homosexuals’, or
anyone deviating from
heterosexuality, became ‘gender
traitors’ (Drucker, Warped 102-103).

In sexological discourse,5 ‘lesbianism’
was marked by the more
masculine-presenting stone butches
rather than the feminine-presenting
ones (Hennessy 101-102). Dominant
social theory would be confounded by
the deviance of these women who
were otherwise considered passive
recipients of men’s sexual advances.
In one late 19th century book,
‘indifference to the opposite sex’ and
interest in ‘their own’ sex was
ultimately described as ‘men become
women, and women men, in their
tastes, conduct, characters, feelings
and behavior’ (Beard 106).

This gender dissension also
influenced the labour they did in the
city. Masculine-presenting women
found work in factories — accounts
of which have been popularised by
Leslie Feinberg’s Stone Butch Blues
— and feminine-presenting men who
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had sex with other men pursued
gendered jobs like assistants and
typists, or other clerical jobs, reserved
mostly for women (Maynard
391-392).

According to Valocchi, middle-class
queer people and bourgeois moralists
started using exactly this (fairly
invert-dominant; as described by
Drucker, Warped 99) culture of
queerness as a ‘negative example’ to
carve out a new sexual identification
for themselves; one marked by the
creation of a sexual object choice.
Professional middle-class queers
sought to create ideas of their gender
identity as distinct from their sexual
identity in the historical epoch of
managerial capitalism. Gender
identity, to them, started becoming
more performative, marked by
consumption patterns. Sexual
deviance was normalised by seating it
within sexual object choice, rather
than gender dissension. Gender
dissension increasingly came to be
associated with Black, Brown and
working-class queer culture.6 The new
‘homosexuality’ emerged, positing
innateness related to sexual object
choice and same-sex desire; the
homo/hetero binary was a project the
professional manegerial class
embarked on, utilising the economic
power of capitalists and the political
power of the state (Valocchi,
“Capitalism and Gay Identities” 318;
Valocchi, “Class-Inflected Nature”).

Queer and same-sex tourism by
colonist queer men particularly
marked modes of exploitation during
this time. Acting on pre-colonial
modes of the same-sex affinities
(which were themselves marked by
caste and power) of pederasty, which
was still considered an ‘activity’ men
of no particular sexual persuasion
could engage in, new medicalised
notions of the homosexual and
heterosexual binary increasingly
essentialised queerness as innate to
personhood (Drucker, Warped 131).

Pedarasty and other forms of
pre-modern homosexual activities
were also markedly cross-class. This
idea was used by the rising and
nascent bourgeoisie to establish
hegemony by creating a kind of
public order based on puritanism and
cleanliness which sought to
criminalise homosexuality for most of
the time to come (Chitty 36). In India,
public morality, sodomy and venereal
disease laws further found support in
the rising Hindu merchant classes,
which came to view — quite in
conjunction with the racialised view
of the British — sodomy and
same-sex activities as particularly
Muslim activities (Loos 1316). To the
nascent bourgeoisie and the colonists,
delegitimising the power of the
aristocracy and socially controlling
the labour of lower castes became a
dimension of class struggle to accrue
social, moral, political and economic
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power. Richard Burton’s supposed
report on a male brothel in Karachi
was repeatedly mounted as a defence
for Empire: it was frequently asserted
that native rule had previously let
such debauchery run amok; this was
used as a mechanism to illustrate the
need for colonial rule in India to
civilise the natives, to mould them
into models of heterosexuality
pioneered by the white colonist
(Arondekar 40). The intersection of
imperialism and advent of industrial
discipline in the imperialist core
further led to the racialisation of the
heterosexual. The ideal fit man (no
doubt for the purpose of surplus
extraction) was now white, as against
the inferior native/migrant, prone to
‘primitive’ forms of sexual deviance
like pederasty and sodomy.7

The construction of the Hindu religion
in the 19th and 20th centuries also
created new norms around
bio-morality.8 Norms of bodily
cleanliness and heterosexuality sought
to serve the same purposes and extend
bourgeois modes of morality over
large swathes of lower-caste
working-class people. Durba Mitra —
who in her recent book has argued
that sexuality, and particularly the
figure of the prostitute, was deployed
by the British authorities and Indian
elite to argue for the dramatic
rearrangement of the society based
around Hindu monogamy —
highlights the ways in which

bourgeois models of knowledge were
created and garrisoned into the law
against working-class communities
and women (Mitra).

Moments of capitalist crises, like the
shortage of labour supply, particularly
sparked anxieties around
working-class sexualities, leading to
certain pro-natalist regulations (John
and Nair 14-15). Constituting the
bourgeois family as a legal construct
was important for the social
reproduction of labour and regulation
of property relations. In Europe, the
process involved the criminalisation
of sodomy (Chitty). In parts of India,
widow remarriage, mostly within the
family to the deceased husband’s
brother or another close male relative,
sought to dispossess widows of their
property and retain the properties with
the household’s male members
(Chowdhry 86).

Our induction into the global web of
exploitation under capitalism entailed
the restructuring of sexuality along
completely new axes and, for
imperialism, it became an important
modality through which accumulation
took place. It stimulated and shaped
the cultivation of desire to exploit it
(Escoiffer 75), but also acted on
existing forms of labour, which ended
up trapping already exploited caste
groups in new relationships and
modes of exploitation. Sexuality, thus,
becomes a terrain of class struggle.
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Neoliberal Histories

Accumulation strategies of capital
consistently evolve with each passing
epoch. Our intervention here is not an
attempt to study any particular
historical moment but to study the
phenomenon of different homosexual
identities, as they correspond to the
particular mode of extraction. In the
case of Indian queer theorists, who
brilliantly present counter-archives of
queer erotics in the subcontinent,
there is a tendency to pose these as
alternative modernities or forms of
Indian queerness (Vanita & Kidwai;
Katyal). In the face of Eurocentric
theories, it is an assertion of a
continued presence in contrast to the
experience of the Western queer.
While critiquing Orientalism in these
theories, these scholars tend to
reproduce the differences between the
East and the West. The point is not to
present a countercultural presence,
which queer theory has always
accounted for (Petrus Liu, Queer
Marxism 29), but to understand the
historical and materialist processes, to
ask why and how these identities are
produced and reproduced under
transnational geopolitical conditions.
While the conditions of Europe
cannot be transposed to Asia, I
contend with Kahan’s reading of
global sexological networks forging
‘sexual world-systems’, particularly
in Asia, where modern sexological

systems became hallmarks of
modernity (Kahan).

With the rise of the professional and
bourgeois queer in India, and the
subsequent retreat of social services in
favour of industrial and global capital
regulated by international finance
institutions, this group tends to
continually distance itself from trans
people. This happens as neoliberalism
and its elites use non-partisan and
non-public methods of social change
to encourage individual freedom and
goals around class preservation and
domesticity (the swelling of demands
for equal marriage and adoption rights
among bourgeois queers, for
example). Peter Drucker has
understood the long process of this
bourgeois identity formation, and
highlights three aspects that ‘fit well
with in the emerging neoliberal
order’: ‘the community’s
self-definition as a stable minority, its
increasing tendency towards
gender-conformity, and
marginalisation of its own sexual
minorities’ (“Fracturing of LGBT
Identities” 14). The influx of the
‘normal-looking’ bourgeois queer
with hardened gender identities, led to
the alienation of trans people from
queer communities. The drag queens
and trans women who created
communities of care during the AIDS
crisis (Raha 49) find themselves
excluded from the new glamour of
neoliberal queer identities of
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hyper-consumerism as those upper
class and caste queer people
increasingly become comfortable
within a new world order owing to
their gender conformity. The legal
victories of the queer community in
India and the introduction of
stigmatising laws like The
Transgender Persons (Protection of
Rights) Bill lay bare this important
contradiction.9

The flow of capital into financial
institutions and the creation of a class
of digital capitalists gave endowments
to dominant queer groups and social
organisations. These resources are
mobilised into the mounting of a
‘minority’ identity that affixes itself to
cultural consumption and is mired by
the misgivings of ‘equal rights’, rather
than concerning itself with gay
poverty (Valocchi, “Capitalism and
Gay Identities” 316). The IMF, World
Bank and their nonprofit functionaries
steadily infiltrate queer rights groups
in India and look towards the state to
proffer endowments towards
employment equality and ending
homophobia as particularly
developmentalist models which push
for more economic growth to more
neoliberal ends, much to the detriment
of the already precarious working
class of the Global South (Rao). The
criminalisation of sex work, lack of
jobs, strict policing of public spaces,
diseases like AIDS with expensive
medical treatment, harassment and

arrests through vagrancy and public
morality laws are ways through which
working-class queers increasingly
find themselves in insecure positions
with very little redress (Carter).

In such a historical moment, the
bourgeois undercurrent in the
subsumption of the queer whole into
‘India’s’ historical past presents a
caricature of romantic tidings in the
treatment of the ‘homosexual’ subject
across epochs of the subcontinent.
Such an approach fails to materially
engage with the social and cultural
forms that arise within each
transitioning mode of production and
relegates material relations to the
realm of ideas.

Devdutt Patnaik, whose work has
been especially popular in carving out
a strand of historical and mythological
thought in India, seeks to ‘excavate’ a
history of queerness as a special
reserve of Hindu, and hence Indian,
thought. Male or female queerness, he
claims, isn’t modern or Western, but
squarely present within Brahmanical
traditions in a seamless historical
continuity from the past to the present
(Pattnaik). The problematics of these
texts are not only unaddressed but
invisibilised. While the tendency of
early Western theorisation of
homosexuality was biological or
psychosexual (Drucker, Warped 44),
in these works, the same ideas are
buttressed by a Brahmanical logic.

Tarikh 2021 ｜Page 35



Giitanjali

The eternal homosexual developed by
this ideation may be a construction
sans the particularities of caste and
class, but these inflexions make
themselves obvious even at a cursory
look at his flowery treatment of
source materials. A fawning study of
queer presence in the Bhagavata
Purana and Mahabharata posit these
texts as seemingly safe avenues for
the modern queer to construct a sense
of their past. The past thus
constructed seeks to mobilise an
identity based on Brahmanical notions
of an idealised past. In the case of
Pattnaik, this construction allows him
to project the Hindu past as a positive
alternative, incredibly consistent with
his centre-right nationalistic politics.

Madhavi Menon, in her book Infinite
Variety: A History of Desire in India,
does little to move beyond the
moralisation of homophobia as an
imposition on otherwise ‘liberal’
Indians. The romanticisation of the
ancient Indian texts like Kamasutra,
the gendered and caste violence of
which has been explored by Kumkum
Roy (John & Nair 52-76), becomes an
essential milestone of diverse desire
in India. One detects the
overwhelming tendency to remind the
Indian masses of a forgotten past of
sexual flexibility. With every
disparate anecdote strung together to
create a narrative, the greatness of the
Indian civilisation (spanning a survey
of texts like the Kamasutra and even

isolated tidbits from Islamicate
history) is projected with full force.
The solution to the searing
stigmatisation cultivated by the
British seems simple — if we are to
shun the moralisms imposed on us by
their rigid systematisations, we would
be able to revel in the plurality of
desire that exists in the subcontinent.
These cultural understandings of
‘homophobia’ become forces that
actively obfuscate the material
underpinnings of queer and trans
suffering today. One is forced to ask
what the function of such a history is?
Whose queer history is this? Who is
privileged in such narratives? Who
gets to celebrate queerness? Is
queerness subject to
supra-objectivities that alienate it
from the ravages of neoliberal
accumulation, where half the Global
South is exploited in sweatshops with
increasingly lax labour conditions?

Is not the making of such a history of
queerness in India a hegemonising
force and bid for respectability? By
stringing together the history of
queerness in the Indian ‘geobody’ in
the realm of myth and folklore and an
idealised past, one completely ‘elides
the material processes that have
transformed social relations’ (Joseph
9). By positioning the nation as the
purveyor of rights, discourses on
queerness then privilege the
nation-state project. They start
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speaking the language of citizenship,10

instead of looking at queer politics as
a classed and gendered struggle.

History-making is critical to the social
reproduction of community and
identity as it embeds people into a
kind of consumptive pattern by which
their particular social behaviour is
reproduced. In positing a community
with a common history and common
consumption patterns (Queer
merchandise, for example), the
conflicts between different classes are
abstracted. Consumption patterns
create cultural particularities of
communities, which capital finds
easier to penetrate (Joseph 34-44).

Conclusion

We stand in a position today where
the abrogation of Section 377, as an
event, has been mythicised, adjudged
as the important milestone of queer
rights in India. This hardly allows us
to take stock of the transformation of
queer lives with any material
grounding. The clarion calls for
marriage equality and adoption rights
fail to problematise the institution of
marriage as a mechanism of caste
endogamy in India. These calls also
fail to address economic insecurity
and the complete reconstructing of

social relations under capitalism,
which transforms labour into a
commodity. History and myth-making
are integral to making imperceptible
the social and property relations that
foreground the creation of certain
sexual self-identifications. My point
here is not to argue against these
identifications but to work towards
abolishing the very system that gave
rise to the unified homosexual identity
(paraphrasing Ben Miller). Rather
than a politics based on identity that
becomes a mechanism for gaining
legal victories for an upper strata of
queers, we should be engaged in
working against the currents that
argue for cultural sameness and
identification through consumerist
regimes. We have a rich history of
anti-capitalist mobilisation and
mechanisms for communising
networks of care outside and against
the bourgeois family, which we must
work to embolden. Formal equality
under law will never protect us from
poverty, from the ravages of
capitalism and the destructive drive of
accumulation; only solidarities with
the revolutionary working classes and
cultivating a principled
anti-capitalism can push us towards
the utopias we dream of.
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Notes

1. For example, see Pandey, Vikas. "Why Legalising Gay Sex in India is
Not a Western Idea." <https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-46620242>

2. I have sought to distinguish queer and trans identities as queer is a
contested term; I use queer in it’s neoliberal apparition, which is invested in the
ontological seperation of gender and sexuality and mounts an identity based on
essentilist biological discourses, as I elaborate later in the paper (For more, see:
LeBlanc 2010). I also understand not every trans person would want to refer to
themselves as queer, hence the seperation seemed ideal.

3. Here the implication is not the invention of homosexual acts or
behaviours, but rather the organisation of personal life, culture,
resource-allocation, and flow of capital according to sexuality (For more, see:
D’Emilio 470).

4. Valocchi references George Chauncey's work: ‘In working class
communities, the most visible gay man was the “pansy” or “fairy”,
distinguished by themselves and others not on the basis of sexual object choice
or preferred sexual activity but on the basis of their effeminacy or “gender
inversion”. Others such as “trade” did distinguish themselves on the basis of
what they liked “having done to them”, i.e., their preferred sexual activity. Still
others, “husbands” and “jockers” affected a masculine gender style and
preferred “fairies” or “pansies” (Chauncey 1994, 1989). Their subjective
identification and social affiliations were defined by these distinctions… The
culture created by these working class homosexuals - whether it be the public
space they occupied or the bars and restaurants they frequented - was also
marked by these distinctions (Chauncey 1996)’ (“Class-Inflected Nature”).

5. While I take up ‘sexological discourse’ here, a word of caution is
perhaps necessary — medical discourses do not adequately explain the
formation of sexual identities. My attempt here is not to attribute inversion to
medical discourses, but view them as sources to understand a deeper historical
formation, which is reflected in these texts (cultural uneasiness with female
deviance, etc.), that arises with industrialisation in Europe. Katz has elaborated
that the homo/hetero binary was a bourgeouis method of labour control, and I
contend with this view (For more, see: Chauncey 1982; Katz 1995).
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6. The middle and upper classes constructed forms of their own
normality over different periods of capitalist development. The othering of
racialised bodies and working classes — overlapping scenarios throughout
history — is a long process that began with the very conception of capital (a
history of the same would be beyond the scope of this paper). Worth looking at
are norms of bourgeois self-reflection through sexological texts. Theories of
degeneration vilified working class people and moralised their conditions; while
an upper class person prone to 'the vice' could be termed insane, working classes
were considered sexually corrupt as a function and side effect of their poverty
and class position (Chauncey 134). Drucker delineates the making of middle
class homosexuality in the centralisation of capital and the growth of advertising
in creating a culture saturated with personal pleasure and sex with commodities.
The commodification of gendered roles created new avenues for the middle
class queer, and these were taken on by the emergence of psychonalalytical
visions of sexuality. Here, we see the beginnings of a homo/hetero binary being
articulated by the middle class (Drucker, Warped 125).

7. While a comment on evolving forms of gender discourse, colonial
homosexuality, and masculinity is beyond the scope of this paper, for more, see:
Matz 2007, Sinha 1995, Drucker 2016, Aldrich 2002, and Shephard 2017. For a
detailed relationship between religion, mysticism, orientalism, and colonial
tourism, see: Copley 2013.

8. By ‘construction’ I mean the bringing together of disparate and
diverse cultural traditions under one cohesive identity. For more, see:
Pennington 2005. For a discursive history of popular literature, the rise of Hindu
merchant classes and the new forms of bourgeois morality devised around
monogamy and family structures in the late 19th to early 20th centuries, see:
Dalmia 2017.

9. For more on the Transgender Persons (Protection of Rights) Bill,
2019, see Pathak 2019.

10. See more for homonationalism: Chatterjee 2019.
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Gupta

Transgressing the Binary and Owning the Vice

Avishi Gupta

Trigger warning: Racial slurs in quoted material.

‘What is peculiar to modern societies, in fact, is not that they
consigned sex to a shadow existence, but that they dedicated themselves
to speaking of it ad infinitum, while exploiting it as the secret.’ (Foucault
35).

Although perceived as apolitical, or
relegated to the margins, the
‘shadow-monster’ of sexuality has
shaped our lives throughout history.
Post-colonial societies, in discussing
this theme, often analyse the influence
of colonial knowledge systems and
frameworks on their culture,
knowledge, and practices. It is argued
that an active discourse on the role of
sexuality and its fluidity in the
formation of a society, its culture and
its pre-colonial legacy, is often
omitted from the public, law-making
sphere. As a result, gender-fluid
cultures are arguably sucked into the
hegemonic heteronormative
framework; they also fall prey to
internalised biases, when their cultural
practices and beliefs fail to conform to
the said framework over time.
Post-colonial societies, in trying to
understand their organisation of
gender and sexuality, often try to
understand it in the context of what is
a colonial import or imposition and

what is intrinsic to their culture. It is
also argued that when the organisation
of gender of certain cultures is
reshaped as a result of tumults like
colonialism, the associated
communities end up devising new
forms of expression within the newly
domesticated colonial lifestyle.

A manifestation of the same has been
suggested by Oyeronke Oyewumi for
the cultural practices of the Yorùbá
people in southwestern Nigeria over
time. According to Oyewumi, a
linguistic analysis of the Yorùbá
language suggests that distinctions
among Yorùbá people only occur in
terms of anatomical sex differences
(qtd. in Bakare-Yusuf 2). Male is
referred to as okunrin, while the
female is obinrin. Here, the word rin
suggests a ‘common humanity’, while
okun and obin highlight anatomical
sex differences, respectively.

Tarikh 2021｜Page 44



Gupta

Oyewumi has argued that, historically,
Yorùbán society and culture, among
many of its contemporaries in Africa,
has exhibited a gender-neutral
approach towards social stratification.
Instead of hierarchies based on the
concept of gender, sexuality, race,
class, etc., it is the concept of
seniority and the ‘insider-outsider’
dichotomy that legitimised authority
(Oyewumi 5; Bakare-Yusuf 2). The
‘insider-outsider’ social hierarchy
manifests itself best in the context of
marriage. While the females marrying
into a lineage are considered to be on
a lower rung of the social ladder in
that specific context, the birth
members of the family, including
females, are superior; daughters in the
same lineage do not suffer similar
subordination. The term oko, which
gets translated to ‘husband’ in
English, can include both males and
females who are birth members of the
family, and iyawo refers to females
who marry into the family. This is an
insider-outsider distinction. Similarly,
in the context of the relationship
between the deity, Orisa, and devotee,
both biologically male and
biologically female devotees are
called iyawo Orisa (Oyewumi 5-6).

While Oyewumi has argued that this
is not a gender hierarchy because both
biological females and males can be
oko, and senior to those who marry
into the family after they are born,

Bakare-Yusuf points out that seniority
and insider-outsider distinctions need
to be understood within a patrilineal
system where it is females who marry
into the spouse’s lineage (2; 6).

Oyewumi argued that to extend
gender as a category for
understanding hierarchies to all
cultures is to use a Eurocentric
conceptualisation; seniority and the
relativity of hierarchies is a more
relevant concept here. However,
Bakare-Yusuf has questioned the
sufficiency of linguistic analysis, and
pointed to hierarchies that may exist
but not get reflected in language, and
ideologies that acquire complicity
precisely by operating without
needing words. Bakare-Yusuf also
points to the essentialism and demand
for ‘purity’ of such an argument that
rejects external influence and conceals
differences within a society. A case is
made for understanding pluralism and
discontinuities inherent within
societies, and the dynamics of
interaction, instead of an African
civilisation encountering European
civilisation (7-9).1

To say that the concept of gender is
absent altogether from the Yorùbá
culture would be a somewhat flawed
interpretation. It is more apt to say
that aspects of the Yorùbá culture and
organisation are gender-fluid in some
contexts or that gender-based
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hierarchies are not absolute; the
absence of heteronormative
gender-roles in several contexts will
become more evident as one reads on.

Yorùbá culture is highly centred
around oral traditions that have been
passed on from generation to
generation. These traditions provide
valuable insight into the gender
constructions within Yorùbá culture
and the perception of the
metaphysical. All priests of the deity
are regarded as the ‘bride/wife’ of the
deity, regardless of their sex, as
mentioned. Ajibade writes,

‘Either male or female, they
[new initiates] wear women’s blouses
(bùbá), skirts (ìró), and sash (òjá) that
mothers use to fasten their babies.
This indicates that the relationship
between a deity and the possessed
adherents (elégùn) is similar to the
relationship between the active and
passive partners in sexual intercourse.
The deity is said to “mount” (gùn)
those she or he possesses… The
cross-dressing of male possession
priests in the Yorùbá religious and or
ritual contexts seems to represent…
the male adoption of a style and
reproductive servitude attributed
typically to the fecund wives of
mighty husbands’ (970).

Their attire is ‘feminine’, indicating
that the relationship with the deity
conforms to the heterosexual matrix,

but the idea of a wife here is not
confined to a biological female. A
distinction between concepts of
gender and sex can perhaps be seen.2

The understanding of gender in the
tribe was not necessarily limited to its
specific religious context. With the
domestication of Christianity, these
ritual and cultural values significantly
remodelled it. Many of the Christian
songs within the Yorùbá culture
portray emotional attachment to Jesus
in a bride-groom relationship,
regardless of the gender/sex of the
singer (Ajibade 971).

One of the songs goes like this:
‘The Holy Spirit is the Intermediary
I am the Bride and my Jesus is the

Groom
Holy Spirit please take me to my

husband
So that I can be free from oppressors.’

(qtd. in Ajibade 971-972).

Examining this song within the
cultural context of the Yorùbá, one
finds it in accordance with their
understanding of marriage and
sexuality in religion. Here, the deity is
replaced by Jesus; however, the
method of devotion remains the same.
All human beings, alike, are portrayed
in a marital relationship with a deity.
It is interesting to note that despite the
absence of social stratification based
on gender, the God who is

Tarikh 2021｜Page 46



Gupta

all-powerful is depicted as a husband,
while devotion and subservience are
expressed by relegating the devotee to
the position of a wife.

It is also possible that the
husband/wife binary is nothing but
terminology for seniority and
subservience in the native tongue,
which lacks gendered words like
equivalents for ‘priest’ and ‘priestess’
or ‘monk’ and ‘nun’. However, it is
conveniently, and without enough
mindfulness, translated into gendered
dualities in English. Lack of research
in the area may account for the
absence of a solid critique of the said
generalisation.

Here a digression may be made for an
example from early 20th century
colonial South Africa, which
demonstrates the concept of wife in
terms of a hierarchy irrespective of
the person’s sex. ‘Mine marriages’
referred to the act of casual
intercourse among older and younger
miners in South African mining
villages. The ‘marriage’ was between
two individuals of the same sex;
however, one of them came to be
designated as a ‘wife’. These
relationships were monogamous;
hence, there are instances of men
fighting to secure ‘attractive “boys”’
(Moodie 234). Unlike some aspects of
the Yorùbá understanding, the concept
of ‘wife’ in this context was heavily

gendered and distinct. It is argued that
miners in this area weren’t allowed to
visit the women in the township and,
so, were devoid of any form of
heterosexual intimacy. While this
might have promoted these relations,
this context should not reduce
homosexuality here to a mere
alternative for channelising sexual
urges (Moodie 243). However, what is
interesting to note is the nature of
these relationships, which were
largely pederastic, i.e. the older men
periodically took young boys as
‘wives’ and indulged in sexual
relationships with them (Moodie
230-232). How exploitative or
consensual was the nature of these
relationships is unclear. First-person
accounts suggest that although these
encounters were a private affair,
among the miners, the concept of
taking a ‘wife’ was pretty
normalised.3 Mine ‘marriages’ went
beyond casual encounters as the
younger boys consequently took up
the gender-roles ascribed to a female
wife. They often washed and ironed
the clothes of their ‘husbands’,
accompanied them to social
gatherings, gossiped about the
accessories their ‘husbands’ got them,
like women were expected to, and
‘cross-dressed’ and took up a
‘feminine’ appearance (Moodie 235).
The practice of ‘mine marriages’, was
patriarchal and catered mainly to the
sexual desires of men exercising some
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form of authority in the mine under
their colonial overlords.

It is argued that, for British colonial
overlords, who saw the world through
a gendered lens, coming to terms with
a culture like Yorùbá was out of the
question. The heterosexual matrix and
a gendered understanding of society
dominated the framework within
which laws for the colonies were
framed. There was, of course, a
knowledge of homosexuality, but
same-sex relationships were marked
as deviant. Today, Nigeria has
stringent punishments prescribed
against homosexual practices (Ajibade
967-68). Homosexuality is illegal
according to articles 214 and 217 of
chapter 21 of the Nigerian Criminal
Code, and punishable for up to 14
years across the country. In some parts
of the country, the law also carries a
religious sanction, particularly
adhering to Christianity or Islam. For
instance, the Sharia law in 12 northern
states of Nigeria criminalises
same-sex intimacy, accompanied by
strict punishments for the offenders
(Ajibade 968).

However, when the state chooses to
reduce homosexuality to a mere
sexual practice or intimate
relationship punishable by law, it
relegates the matter of sexuality to an
artificial choice and refuses to
perceive it as a biological reality. This

is for the fact that choices are easier to
dominate and control while nature is
not. In doing so, the
‘shadow-monster’ of sexuality is
drawn into the realm of politics, albeit
briefly, for it does not take long for
the hegemonic norm to dominate and
dismiss active discourse. In due
course, valuable histories and
traditions of gender-fluidity and
sexual freedom are lost.

Homosexuality is seen as a ‘deviance’
in the present-day Yorùbán societal
circles that are lurching towards a
heteronormative way of life.
However, disapproval of something
does not amount to its non-existence
(Ajibade 974).

Based on the above arguments, it is
my understanding that the dichotomy
of ‘righteous behaviour’ and ‘deviant
behaviour’ is constructed around the
understanding of the traditional
‘sex-binary’. Yorùbá culture shows
infinite concern about procreation and
continuity of the race; thus,
heterosexuality, when linked to
childbirth, comes to be the hegemonic
sexual order (Ajibade 979).

The stringent laws against
homosexual ‘behaviour’ in
decolonised nations like Nigeria are
erected over the foundational
understanding that homosexuality was
a ‘colonial import’ (Ajibade 969).
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Nation-building in the 20th century
was driven by patriotic fervour and a
distaste for everything ‘western’. In
due course, homosexuality was also
rejected, not only owing to
internalised stigma but also its
understanding as a phenomenon with
alleged polluting western roots
(Bajaha 2-4). Ironically, the ‘colonial
import’ hypothesis was a product of
colonial thought itself, and emerging
nations, in their bid to reject
homosexuality, not only erased the
evidence of the same from their
history and culture but also readily
conformed to the western model of
sexuality (Bajaha 5-6).

Although a historian of classical
antiquity, Edward Gibbon had briefly
explored the concept of
homosexuality and was one of the
many proponents of the colonial
import theory. For Gibbon, the decline
and fall of the Roman Empire was
largely due to its moral decadence,
which included a liberal attitude
towards homosexuality. He claimed
that out of the first fifteen Roman
emperors, Claudius was the only one
whose taste in love was ‘entirely
correct’, i.e. heterosexual. He also
observed that unlike the moral
decadence of the West, the region was
free from this vice.

‘I believe and hope that the Negroes
in their own country were exempt from
this moral pestilence.’ (Gibbon 104)

Given that Gibbon was making
remote assertions about a continent he
had never been to or people he had
never interacted with, it can be
discerned that these sweeping
generalisations were a product of
secondary sources, possibly colonial
officers and missionaries who were
unable to appropriately translate
unfamiliar cultures past their face
value (Ajibade 967).

In the Indian context, Section 377 of
the Constitution was instituted in 1861
and only scrapped in 2018. However,
the Indian state often retains the
‘colonial import’ ideology. Recently,
challenging a petition seeking to
legalise same-sex marriage under the
Hindu Marriage Act, Solicitor General
of India Tushar Mehta stated that
Indian culture does not and has never
in the past recognised such a concept
(Banka). A rebuttal of the same can be
found in the Krittivasa Ramayana,
one of the most popular versions of
Ramayana in Bengal. In it, there is a
mention of a marriage-like union of
two women who were blessed with a
son through divine intervention
(Vanita 128-29).

The ‘shadow-monster’ of sexuality
seeks legitimacy from the past to
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convince present law-makers to give
up on the age-old colonial
presumptions. However, histories of
sexuality are often lost in the
dominant heterosexual narratives,
giving law-makers autonomy to
continue instituting laws based on
biased assumptions. Therefore, the
focus while evaluating the political
connotations of sexuality shouldn’t
merely be on age-old perspectives but
on the acknowledgement of
‘transgressions’.

It is essential to note that in the case
of both Yorùbá people of South-west
Nigeria and the gold miners of
Bushbuckridge region of South
Africa, one witnesses a tussle between
gender fluidity/non-conformity and an
urge to fit into a dominant narrative.
As a result, we have ‘priests and
priestesses’ becoming wives of the
deity, and young boys in the mines
adopting ‘feminine’ traits in a
pederastic marriage. To go back to the
title of this article, in both these
instances, one is constantly acting in a
manner that transgresses the binary
understanding of gender, but is one
ready to own the ‘vice’? Perhaps the
answer to this lies in the definition of

a vice itself. The discourse on
sexuality, if and when initiated, often
ends with the argument that the
transgressions weren’t exactly
palatable to our ancestors either. It is
imperative that in the course of
deeming homosexuality a ‘vice’ or a
‘deviance’, societies indirectly affirm
the presence of said intimacies,
cultures, and practices. To elaborate,
even while attaching negative
connotations to homosexuality,
‘ancient cultures’, in a way, did
recognise its prevalence. This wasn’t a
matter of ‘export’ or ‘import’; rather,
it evolved as a natural urge that
overtime accumulated cultural
overtones.

Sexuality accrues elements of
lifestyle, religion, culture, tradition,
and nature over time. By initiating
scholarly discourse around the
existence of cultures like those of
Yorùbá and practices like the mine
marriages, one is forced to give up the
heteronormative lens, which
visualises homosexuality as the
‘other’ of the dominant heterosexual
narrative, and look at sexuality as a
fluid mixture of elements from both.
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Notes

1. For the full critique of Oyewumi’s argument, see: Bakare-Yusuf
2003.

2. Traditionally, feminist scholars have emphasised that sex conforms to
the biological aspect of the body while gender is the cultural meaning that the
body comes to acquire overtime and is socially determined. However, there
exist several debates on the understanding of sex and gender, especially within
the scholarly circles: to gain greater insight into them, see: Menon, Nivedita.
“Gender.” (in Political Theory: An Introduction. Ed. Rajeev Bhargava and
Ashok Acharya. New Delhi: Pearson, 2008. 224-233). However, for the sake of
simplicity, in this paper the concept of gender and sex has been evaluated in the
light of the traditional understanding.

3. See Moodie 232-235 for the first person accounts.
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Addressing the Queer Question:

Why is Sappho not a Household Name* in Literature?

Elizabeth Hasan and Dayita Samanta

‘From the voluptuous character that is
given of her works, perhaps it is for
the benefit of mankind that they are
lost.’ (145): Henry T. Riley of Clare
Hall, Cambridge, in his literal
translation, The Heroides or Epistles
of The Heroines, The Amours, Art of
Love, Remedy of Love, And Minor
Works of Ovid, presumptuously, and
we take the liberty of adding
‘carelessly’, makes the above
statement about Sappho’s works.
Through the article, we wish to
counter this dismissive attitude
towards the poet’s works.

Sappho is presumed to have lived
between the 7th and 6th centuries
BCE. According to some sources, she
was born and brought up in an
influential family belonging to the
island of Lesbos. Her mother’s name
was Cleis, which was either taken by
the ancient authors from some official
record or from a poem where Sappho
was found to have explicitly
mentioned her mother’s name as
Cleis. There’s some confusion as to
what her father’s name was, but
critics are mainly torn between two
names: Scamander and

Scamandronymus. She was said to
have been married to Cercylas from
the island of Andros. But records
about this husband date to some 200
years after Sappho, from a satirical
write-up called Suidas, where his
name is translated to mean ‘Dick from
the town of Manhood’ (Kivilo 167;
Waxman 5). They had a daughter
named Cleis, named after Sappho’s
mother. She also had three brothers,
one of whom, Charaxus, turned into a
pirate after having an apparently
ruinous affair with a courtesan.
Sappho was also believed to have had
several relationships with both men
and women. However, accounts have
been presented suggesting it was
particularly the unsuccessful love
affair with a boatman, Phaon, which
led to her broken heart and eventual
death by jumping off a cliff (Kivilo
167).

The above possibilities have been
contested on every count, and what
little is known of her remains
contentious.

‘... those who study Sappho are often
preoccupied with only her sexuality
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— in the past erasing it, currently
getting comfortable to it — instead of
analyzing her poetry’ (Waxman 7). In
the spirit of this remark, we have tried
to analyse Sappho’s poetry, arguing
for her genius as a lyric poet and
author of possibly one of the earliest
extant examples of female
homosexual literature.

In her Ode To Aphrodite (Fragment
1), Sappho seeks the help of the
goddess of love to win her beloved.
She bemoans the fact that her love is
unrequited and that the pain and
suffering that comes along with such
love are taking a toll on her (Carson
2-5). The sex of the beloved is only
revealed in the last few lines to be
female, through the usage of the
feminine ancient Greek word
‘εθελοισα’ in the 24th line.1 One of
the few (according to some accounts,
the only) surviving full-length poems
of Sappho, the work may also testify
that the subjects of affection in at least
some of her poems were female. Later
scholars have also made attempts to
erase such possibilities. Friedrich
Gottlieb Welcker strongly believed
that Sappho’s feelings for her pupils
(he considered her a pedagogue) of
her own sex were ‘entirely idealistic
and non-sensual’. Another notable
critic was Karl Otfried Müller, who
wrote that Fragment 31 described
‘nothing but a friendly affection’
(Most 26-27).

In another fragment of Sappho’s
works, usually referred to as
Fragment 94, Sappho is heard
consoling, possibly, her lover, who is
bemoaning the fact that she has to
take leave of Sappho forever. Sappho
tries to lift her mood by reminding her
of all the beautiful moments they
spent with each other, drunk in each
other’s company. The lines, ‘...and on
a soft bed/delicate/you would let loose
your longing’ (Carson 187) may
indicate Sappho’s love for women.

Fragment 31, full of desire and
ill-suppressed emotions, depicts
Sappho in a fit of yearning, exalting
the beauty of her beloved. She seems
jealous of the young man with whom
her beloved is involved in an intimate
conversation and calls him blessed for
being able to bask in her attention.
However, there do exist differing
interpretations of this Fragment apart
from the one provided here. Thomas
McEvilley uses the critique provided
by Wilamowitz-Snell that Fragment
31 was primarily a wedding song and
builds upon it by saying, ‘Sappho’s
description of her passionate reaction
to the girl, then, is praise of the bride,
typically indirect or reflected through
a witness. It prefigures the erotic
delights which the groom is to enjoy.
It is not an expression of jealousy as
in Catulla’s version’ (2). However, as
stated by the author later in his paper
titled, “Sappho, Fragment Thirty One:
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The Face behind the Mask”, the
disconsolate yearning of Sappho for
the girl seems out of place in the
background of a public event like a
wedding (12). The queer undertone of
the poem remains strong even in the
face of different interpretations of the
fragment.

In Fragment 16, Sappho says,

‘I would rather see her lovely step
and the motion of light on her face
than chariots of Lydians or ranks or

footsoldiers in arms’
(Carson 26-29).

The poem, often seen as a
commentary on the male-centric
representation in Homeric epic poetry,
finds Sappho commending the
decision of Helen to leave her
husband and her military armies for
love and beauty. Sappho, thus, tries to
subvert the trope of unnecessary focus
on violence by repeatedly
emphasising on beauty. It may be seen
as a critique of the extant
interpretation of Helen’s character
through the male gaze. While Sappho
uses this particular fragment as a
mode of commentary, she also does
not forget to praise the beauty of her
beloved. It does not take us much to
deduce that Sappho is enamoured
with her lover. It is evident that she
prefers her eyes to feast on her lover’s
soft beauty than to bear witness to

wars and battles.2 The Fragment
alludes to Homer’s depiction of Helen
and his and other men’s valorisation
of and an unhealthy obsession with
war and violence. At the same time, it
is a love poem dedicated to her
mistress, while very much successful
in showcasing the extent of Sappho’s
poetic capability.

Sappho’s poetry shines a rare light on
the lives of Greek women. By
assuming the active role of the lover
in her poems, she ditches the
traditional passive role expected of
women in those days,3 and also
proves to be the voice of countless
women who experience female
homosexual desire.4 It is certainly a
very unique perspective and gives us
valuable insight on a topic often
ignored in classical literature, i.e.
female desire.

Presumably after Sappho’s death,
Plato writes the Symposium (385
BCE), a formal drinking affair where
the likes of Socrates, Agathon,
Phaedrus, Aristophanes, Eryximachus
and Pausanius have arrived to talk
about Love.

After a general reading, a striking
inference from Plato’s text and the
lines by his characters is the
nonchalant depiction of ‘gay’ lovers.
The tone deployed by Phaedrus and
others points towards a society which
was then comfortable with discussing
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male sexual conduct. ‘...[T]he ancient
Greeks did not have terms or concepts
that correspond to the contemporary
dichotomy of “heterosexual” and
“homosexual”. There is a wealth of
material from ancient Greece
pertinent to issues of sexuality,
ranging from dialogues of Plato, such
as the Symposium, to plays by
Aristophanes, and Greek artwork and
vases’ (Pickett).

Women, in fact, were treated as a
surprising inclusion in their
comparisons — as if female lovers of
men were somehow inferior to men’s
male lovers. ‘Besides, no one will die
for you but a lover, and a lover will do
this even if she’s a woman’ (Nehamas
and Woodruff 464). This statement of
Phaedrus justifies how ‘women’s
invisibility (in vases and symposia)
here simply reflects, as usual, their
invisibility in the public,
male-dominated world’ (Williamson
122). They were lower ranked even in
love and we illustrate the same when
we analyse Ovid's Heroides.

There is a reference to Homer’s Iliad
where the brave warrior Achilles
sacrifices his life to avenge
‘...Patroclus, and more than that, he
did it for a man whose life was
already over. The gods were highly
delighted at this, of course, and gave
him special honor, because he made
so much of his lover’ (Nehamas and
Woodruff 464). Pausanius

differentiates the two kinds of Love
and claims that love for boys
descends from ‘an older deity, the
motherless daughter of
Uranus...known as Urania, or
Heavenly Aphrodite’. The other kind
of love comes from ‘the other goddess
[who] is younger, the daughter of
Zeus and Dione...or Common
Aphrodite’.5

He further goes on to say that ‘those
who are inspired by her [Heavenly
Aphrodite’s] Love are attracted to the
male: they find pleasure in what is by
nature stronger and more intelligent’
(Nehamas and Woodruff 465-66). Not
a word is said about women’s
sexuality or the perception of their
desires, except perhaps by Socrates,
who quotes from the wise Diotima.
But the latter’s is a philosophical
lecture on the nature of love. It has no
elements of the interaction between a
woman and love (Nehamas and
Woodruff 489). It talks about the
genealogy of Love; its conception,
birth and needs. Then Diotima goes
on to talk about the nature, object and
desire of Love and the indispensable
role of beauty in all of this.6

Plato’s Symposium, a work
exclusively written, produced and
conceived around men, substantiates
the prevalence of male same-sex
relationships at the cost of
invisiblising women, ‘as if [for him]
there were only one gender’;
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‘homoerotic masculinity’, (this phrase
has been taken from a point of view
Foucault is criticised for; Bourcier
qtd. in Downing 128).7 Women had
access to neither political power nor
education, thus excluding them from a
dominant male-centric narrative. ‘As
far as we know, there existed no
schools for women in archaic Greece,
and it is dangerous to assume on the
basis of these testimonia alone that
Sappho’s Lesbos was somehow an
exception. The only “education” girls
received outside of the house in
archaic Greece was in choruses where
they were taught songs and dances
and, at least in Sparta, some
gymnastics…’ (Lardinois 63).
Moreover, receiving basic education
does not necessarily correlate with
political emancipation.

Although Kenneth J. Dover was one
of the first to research Greek
homosexuality in his Greek
Homosexuality (1978), he did so with
a male-centric approach. He provides
one chapter at the end, more of an
epilogue, that looks into female
sexuality and touches on Sappho.
Thus, ‘the negative reaction which
female homosexuality has aroused
from the Hellenistic period onward
has, it would seem, caused Sappho to
receive different (and increasingly
inequitable) treatment from that given
Greek male lyric poets’ (Hallett 450).

‘Several ancient sources, thus,
class the late seventh/early sixth
century B.C. Sappho not among the
leading male poets of her time, as the
ninth great Greek lyric genius, but as
the tenth of the female Muses. In so
doing, they may have suggested that
she had not earned literary stature
through toil and competition, as did
the men of her field.’ (Hallett 447).

Ovid’s representation of Sappho in
Heroides was what influenced the
‘Renaissance perception’ of her
poetry and sexuality. This led to
future critics brandishing Sappho as a
picture of an ideal woman pining after
the love of a man and taking her life,
though the latter part has been
deemed inconclusive by modern
scholars like Lardinois and Lidov.
‘The ancient commentators were
notorious in trying to identify every
speaker with the poet/composer
himself, which, as Karl Ottfried
Muller already observed, is also the
most likely origin of the story about
Sappho’s love for Phaon’(Lardinois
60). Phaon was a mythological figure,
commonly identified as one of
Aphrodite’s lovers. In her poetry,
Sappho professed Aphrodite’s love
for Phaon and it is possible that here
Aphrodite’s love is mistaken for the
voice of the poet herself.

‘Lardinois’ reply (1994,
58-64) argues that the continued
availability of the text gives some
credibility to the testimonia, so that
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they should be read critically but can
be trusted in some respects. He is,
however, addressing a general feature
of the corpus (the age of the audience)
and not a particular event or story (he
too cites the Phaon episode as an
example of a misreading of a
first-person reference that is typical of
ancient biography)’ (Lidov 206).

With the phrase ‘...soft bed...’ in
Sappho’s Fragment 94,8 critics have
constantly tried to explain away the
overtly sexual nature, with little
success:

‘even Wilamowitz’s original
and West’s subsequent argument that
the girl is remembered as having
awoken from a particularly satisfying
nap has been nicely contextualized as
indicating some sort of sexuality in
archaic lyric and in Sappho’ (Larson
194-195).

R. Warwick Bond in the introduction
to John Lyly’s play (first printed in
1584), Sapho and Phao, admits Ovid
as Lyly’s primary source and cites
Aelian’s Varia Historia, which calls
‘another Sappho in Lesbus’ ‘a stronge
whore, and an arrant strumpet’ (qtd.
in Grise 43). Grise points out that
‘[Pierre] Bayle’s disapproving
acknowledgment of Sappho’s
homosexuality is representative of the
discomfort with which Renaissance
Europe regarded Sappho’ (45).
Authors like Lyly have followed
Ovid’s approach and tried to nullify

the queer aspect of Sappho altogether
(Grise 42-43).

Looking at Ovid himself will provide
us with some important pointers
which would invariably further our
understanding of the dynamics shared
between Sappho and poets of his time.

Ovid was born in 43 BCE and died
around 17 or 18 CE. The crowning of
Emperor Augustus around 27 BCE
ushered in a period of peace following
the preceding turbulent times. The
other important metamorphoses that
took place during the time Ovid lived
was the advent of Christianity with
the birth of Christ. This eventually led
to the inevitable clash between
Hellenistic and Christian ideals.

In 1204, the Fourth Crusade burned
Constantinople and the vast majority
of Sappho’s works. Joseph Scaliger
posits his theory regarding the
destruction of Sappho’s works, taking
his cues from Geronimo Cardano,
who had expressed distress over Pope
Gregory VII’s 1073 order to destroy
all ‘lascivious Roman writers’.
Cardano was mistaken over which
‘Gregory’ he was referring to,
because Cardono himself drew upon
the 16th century scholar Pietro
Alciono. Alciono recounted a
childhood memory, in his book, of a
teacher describing the events of the
Greek Church authorities, who were
sanctioned by the Byzantines to

Tarikh 2021 | Page 58



Hasan & Samanta

destroy classical Greek poetry, like
Sappho’s and replace it with
‘Gregory’ of Nazianus’ works (Toth).
This is a dubious theory, giving the
argument that Sappho’s works were
selectively destroyed. Even though
the public notion of the Byzantine
Emperor and conservative Christians
burning Sappho’s works cannot be
proved without any concrete evidence
and there might have been other
reasons for their loss as well, we
postulate that scholars of that era
rarely understood the gravity of her
works as a queer literate woman of
her time and, thus, did not bother to
preserve her works. Once again, ‘The
negative reaction which female
homosexuality has aroused from the
Hellenistic period onward has, it
would seem, caused Sappho to
receive different (and increasingly
inequitable) treatment from that given
Greek male lyric poets’ (Hallett 450).
This goes a long way to show the
circumstances under which Ovid
wrote.

Thus, as we begin analysing Ovid’s
epistle, “Sappho to Phaon” in
Heroides, we examine critiques of the
proposition that Sappho was queer,
and essentially ‘Christian readings’ of
the poet’s text (Saunders 153).

The first striking detail that we are
met with is Riley’s assumption that in
an effort to find Phaon, Sappho had
made a voyage to the island of Sicily.

This was where she is supposed to
have written to Venus in order to
procure her happiness (144). By doing
so, Riley completely disregards the
sex of the beloved, which is
conjectured to be that of a woman in
her Ode to Aphrodite, Fragment 1. We
argue against Riley’s assumption as
we find an interesting comparison
within the epistle itself. Sappho likens
Phaon to Apollo while professing her
love: ‘Take up the lyre and the quiver,
and thou wilt clearly become Apollo’
(146). It is absurd to think that the
very Sappho who uses such an
Apollonian salutation for Phaon
would resort to a Bacchic one
(‘Deathless Aphrodite’), if at all Riley
was true.

Sappho, when she writes that ‘neither
the damsels of Pyrrha nor those of
Methymne, nor the rest of the throng
of the Lesbian damsels have any
charms for me’ (Riley 145), we
suggest, innocently and quite
harmlessly takes the name of her
former lovers to prove to Phaon the
extent of his beauty and the depth of
her love for him. For her, all her
lovers stand on an even pedestal, as
far as gender is concerned. However,
the above line has, more than often,
been misconstructed as a direct
evidence of how female homosexual
love is inferior to heterosexual love,
shoving it to the side and invalidating
the romantic experiences of the
women as a ‘passing phase’. We
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argue that the epistle is full of such
vague comparisons which are
manipulated to favour the
heteronormative society.

Male historians deem Alcaeus as
Sappho’s romantic interest simply by
the virtue of the fact that they lived in
proximity to each other and wrote
during the same age. This seems false
as seen in Sappho’s letter to Phaon in
epistles wherein she described him as
‘the partner of my country and my
lyre’ (Riley 146). He was a
contemporary of Sappho and any
other assumption is likely to be
far-fetched. We, however, do not rule
out the possibility of a great extent of
interpolation by Ovid and his ilk.

Rounding up the original argument of
our article: why is Sappho not a
household name in literature, we can
finally ascribe a fortuitous shape to
our inferences. Sappho is absent from
the history of sexuality, as from many
other histories, in part because she is a
woman and also because she writes
about sex between women and female
desire.

According to Jack Winkler, ancient
Greek sex was ‘a way for men to
establish their social identities in the
intensely competitive... public
culture’ (qtd. in Greene, “Sappho,
Foucault” 3). This theory can be seen
in further continuation if we take into
account Foucault’s phallic model of

power in which he systematically
ignores emotions like friendship,
affection, pity and any other emotions
humans use to relate to each other.9

The phallic representation of male
desire inadvertently leads to the
woman in the equation being reduced
to a mere object as Foucault does not
deign to include her viewpoint in his
theories. Sappho’s poems, therefore,
are a perfect counter-argument to this
phallic mode of desire as she elevates
the position of the woman to the
status of the subject by providing the
necessary insight into the sexual
desire of women, especially ‘lesbians’
and ‘bisexual’ ones.10 Male critics
throughout the ages have drawn upon
Foucault’s theory, consciously or
unconsciously, to dismiss Sappho’s
queerness and erase her experiences,
to fit her into the mould of their
choice.

From the conclusions we have drawn
by exploring the various (but not
exhaustive) aspects of our argument,
we have attempted to firmly establish
the superiority of Sappho the poet —
the lyrical genius. That rules out the
question of merit as a factor in the
preservation of her works. We argue
that a hierarchical formula in
queerness has already existed since
ancient times, as we uphold Plato’s
Symposium and other Greek works.
The custom of flourishing at the cost
of women and their bodies was as
common then as it is now. We criticise
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Ovid’s sketch of Sappho; he had
penned down a woman whose
homosexuality was conveniently
placed in the heteronormative frame,
where it could be easily dismissed as
a ‘phase’.

We end our argument by exploring an
important yet overlooked quality of
Sappho — her fluidity. We borrow
Tim Dean’s words on Lacan that,
‘there is no privileged sexual activity
or erotic narrative to which we should
all aspire, no viable sexual norms for
everybody, because desire’s origins
are multiple and its ambitions no
more specific than satisfaction’ (qtd.
in Downing 132). Dean attempts to
fuse Lacan’s emphasis that there
exists no gender in the unconscious
with Foucault’s idea that urges us to

go beyond sexuality as a key indicator
of identity. Sappho’s ambiguity, both
in her sexuality and works, redefines
the ‘normal’ repeatedly, ‘since
normalisation fixes desire and
generates the exclusiveness of sexual
orientation as its symptom’ (Dean qtd.
in Downing 137). Judith Butler’s idea
that self-subversion is the key to
evade ‘this identitarian trap’ echoes
Sappho’s sexuality aeons before her
idea’s very birth (Downing 138).
Thus, Sappho, like Butler, crafts a
‘sexual position’ which is
simultaneously vague and
transcendental and challenges the
existing binary.

* Sappho is read in high schools in the United States of America and as a part of
undergraduate/graduate courses in universities around the world. However, wide
readership does not always guarantee recognition. An apt analogy is the case of
Shakespeare and Marlowe. Both are very important figures writing almost
around the same time; yet, Marlowe is rarely heard of outside academic circles.
Though a more recent association of Sappho has merged into the queer
movements through terms like ‘Sapphic’ and ‘Sapphism’, literary recognition is
still distant. Higher secondary curriculum in India does not include Sappho, yet
students are aware of Socrates, Plato, Aristophanes, etc. Keeping in mind the
theme of this journal, we consciously choose this title for our essay as we are
delving into only one aspect of the problem: we concentrate on how queer
connotations in her poems might have hindered preservation, yet,
simultaneously, male (and often heterosexual) interpretations of her works
survive. The exclusion of Sappho from school and university curricula and the
possible reasons for this are beyond the scope of this article.

Tarikh 2021 | Page 61



Hasan & Samanta

Notes

1. The poem is largely derived from the author Dionysius writing in c.
30 BCE in Rome, who quoted the poem in a treatise on literary composition.
The manuscripts which survive, upon which modern scholars base their
translations, exist in different variations. Of three variants, one is the one in
which the gender of the beloved seems female. As a result, there have been
different versions in translations. ‘Estienne, for example, printed a version
meaning something like “whatever your command” and left the beloved's
gender unspecified.’ This ambiguity was not maintained by later translators and
interpreters, who believed the poem was about heterosexual love. Theodor
Bergk’s translation made this gender-specific and female: ‘even if she is
unwilling’. This ‘stays fairly close to the manuscript versions’ (Williamson 51).
Most later translators, with a few exceptions, then translated this keeping the
gender of the beloved female. See also: the Cambridge University Press 2014
translation.

2. It is another matter that Helen has reminded Sappho of her beloved,
Anaktoria, who also departed. But it is necessary to mention this context of why
she is infatuated with her beauty.

3. There is little literature written before or during Sappho’s period, i.e.
the 6th century BCE, about the role of women in Ancient Greek society. The
succeeding Classical Athenian period does have more evidence, but not
extending to the middle or lower classes of society. It can be surmised from
Classical Athenian literature by men, that women were excluded from political
spheres and did not receive an education, except for domestic training. ‘Good’
and ‘bad’ roles were outlined for women; while the former included roles of the
mother and wife, the latter referred to ‘lovers, rebels and witches’. The ideals of
the past centuries, like that of Helen, as described by male poets and writers of
the time, were markers and examples of acceptable social conduct.

4. Given that there are no absolute and concrete facts known regarding
Sappho’s life, it is a little hard to accept the assumption that Sappho hailed from
a privileged family as the ultimate truth. Even the record that indicates this came
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into being 200 years later after the time of Sappho and was satirical. Even if we
agree with the assumption that Sappho was a privileged woman, we cannot
forget that the degree of desire does not change across classes. Sappho remains
the major woman poet of Ancient Greece, whose works are extant, talking about
female homosexuality and female desire so openly. So, in a way, Sappho does
become the voice of countless women.

5. ‘The Common Aphrodite’s Love is himself truly common. As such,
he strikes wherever he gets a chance. This, of course, is the love felt by the
vulgar, who are attached to women no less than to boys, to the body more than
to the soul, and to the least intelligent partners, since all they care about is
completing the sexual act. Whether they do it honorably or not is of no concern.
Contrast this with the Love of Heavenly Aphrodite. This goddess, whose
descent is purely male (hence this love is for boys), is considerably older and
therefore free from the lewdness of youth. That’s why those who are inspired by
her Love are attracted to the male: they find pleasure in what is by nature
stronger and more intelligent.’
(Nehamas and Woodruff 465)

6. ‘“Well, I’ll tell you more clearly,” she said.
“All of us are pregnant, Socrates, both in body and in soul, and, as soon as we
come to a certain age, we naturally desire to give birth. Now no one can
possibly give birth in anything ugly; only in something beautiful. That’s because
when a man and a woman come together in order to give birth, this is a godly
affair. Pregnancy, reproduction—this is an immortal thing for a mortal animal to
do, and it cannot occur in anything that is out of harmony, but ugliness is out of
harmony with all that is godly. Beauty, however, is in harmony with the
divine.....This is the source of the great excitement about beauty that comes to
anyone who is pregnant and already teeming with life: beauty releases them
from their great pain.
You see, Socrates,” she said, “what Love wants is not beauty, as you think it is.”
“Well, what is it, then?”
“Reproduction and birth in beauty.”’
(Nehamas and Woodruff 489)

7. ‘Foucault isn’t interested in undoing gender...That is to say in a
political and parodic game with the signs of masculinity aiming to critique the
sexual and social roles attributed to the masculine and the feminine. This
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avoidance of gender is, moreover, one of the problematic limits of Foucault’s
thought. Everything happens as if, for him, there were only one gender —
homoerotic masculinity.’ (Bourcier qtd. in Footnote 3 Downing 128).

8. This has been variously translated as ‘and on soft beds. . . delicate
...you quenched your desire’ (Rayor & Lardinois 2014); ‘and on a soft bed
Delicate you would let loose your longing’ (Carson 2002). Larson writes this
phrase in the verse is ‘a well-documented expression which marks satiety, here
in the strong physical sense of pothos, a term which indicates sexual passion in
Sappho and elsewhere’ (Larson 194).

9. This is based on a critique on Foucault’s theory of sexuality by Bruce
Thornton in his “Constructionism and Ancient Greek Sex” (qtd. in Greene,
“Sappho, Foucault” 3).

10. Single quotes are added to highlight the need to be cautious with
terminology, to avoid anachronisms.
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Shadows of  the Throne:
Eunuch System, Power Politics and Unmaking

of  the Eastern Han Empire in China
Cherry Hitkari

Trigger Warning: Mentions of discrimination, castration and associated
stigma.

‘They waste fine grain on birds and beasts
While those below eat chaff and husks without the kernels.

They grandly bestow liberal generosity on fawning flatterers,
But in impeaching loyal protest, they are swift and sure’¹

- Cai Yong

China has seen the emergence of two
sections of the Han dynasty — the
Former or Western Han (202 BCE-9
CE)* and the Later or Eastern Han
dynasty (25-220 CE). Historians have
for long believed that, while the
former was toppled by the affine
relations of the emperor, it was the
eunuchs who rang the death knell of
the latter.2 Eunuchs are defined as
castrated males. They were employed
as servants of the imperial palace, a
practice which gradually developed
into a system. Working in close
proximity to the emperor, the eunuchs
wielded enormous power at different
points in history. Three epochs of
eunuch power stand out in Chinese
history — the First Epoch during the
Eastern Han dynasty (25-220 CE),³
the Second Epoch during the Tang

(618-907 CE) and the Third Epoch
during the Ming dynasty (1368-1644)
(Chiang, After Eunuchs 16). Of
particular interest to this article is the
the First Epoch i.e. the Eastern Han
dynasty (25-220 CE), where a group
of twelve eunuchs, known to history
as the Ten Attendants, seized power
under a weak emperor and crossed all
bounds that society had set for them.
This was the first example of the
unprecedented power of a group
regarded as ‘mean’ in the traditional
Confucian society that Han China
was. Though contemporary sources
denounce the eunuchs as highly
corrupt and treacherous, none talk
about the complete dissolution of the
system, which continued till the end
of monarchy in China. This article is
an attempt to understand the
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complexities and tensions behind the
system and to argue that ‘treachery’,
instead of being a general
characteristic of eunuchs, was a way
for members of the marginalised
community to secure a better future
for themselves and, as this article
shall discuss, to survive. The title of
this article, “Shadows of the Throne”,
alludes to the role played by the
eunuchs as the inseparable
companions of the emperor, following
him like a shadow; however, it was
always these ‘shadows’ who drew fire
for the decline of the dynasty and not
the emperor.

‘Throughout Chinese history, one
gender liminal figure stood out as
exceptional’ — The Eunuch (Chiang,
After Eunuchs 1). One of the earliest
references to eunuchs comes from the
Tso Chuan (c. 535 BCE) (Mitamura
9). A term commonly used for
eunuchs not employed in the imperial
service was Jingshen, meaning
‘purification and release from sexual
desire’, which was believed to follow
castration (Dale 9).

Howard Chiang writes that, like foot
binding, castration has been an object
of Sinological criticism, instilling a
feeling of backwardness and national
shame in modern Chinese
historiography. From the early
Republican period, Late Imperial
China was labelled a ‘Castrated

Civilisation’ (Beiyange de Wenming),
where castration and the institution of
eunuchs were described as the pitfalls
of dynastic China (“How China
Became” 23). The earliest
documentation of castration hails
from the Late Shang period
(1600-1046 BCE) (Chiang, After
Eunuchs 16).

The Shujing (Book of Documents)
mentions Castration as one of the five
types of mutilating punishments. It is
defined as an alternative to the death
penalty (Dale 15). The great historian,
Sima Qian (d. 87 BCE), was castrated
as punishment in lieu of a death
sentence (Birch 101).

Melissa Dale, on the basis of Du
Wanyan's Zhongguo huanguan shi,
writes that the development of the
Chinese eunuch system is intricately
linked to the expansion of the
imperial political power and the
cementing of the role of the emperor
as the ‘Son of Heaven’ (Tianzi). This
enormous title had to be symbolised
by a lavish lifestyle, one component
of which were the large harems, with
numerous wives and concubines (14).
Like all patriarchal societies, Ancient
China suffered from the anxiety to
maintain ‘purity’ of lineage by closely
guarding the chastity of royal women.
As the Chinese dynastic system
became increasingly reliant on
hereditary succession, the eunuchs,
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who were incapable of both
procreation and sexual function,
qualified to act as close attendants to
the women. Dale draws on George
Carter Stent’s words to write that the
practice of castration was a way of
‘Genitally mutilating one group to
keep another pure’ (1).

Du Wanyan justifies the preference
for eunuchs over maidservants: they
were outcasts and, hence, completely
loyal. He also defines a eunuch as a
person with a man's strength but
without his sexual ability, turning him
into ‘half woman’ (Dale 16). The
duties of eunuchs are depicted in Cao
Xueqin's Dream of the Red Chamber
(1791). From carrying the ladies’
sedan chairs to inspecting if a locality
is appropriate for their stay, eunuchs
are portrayed as the constant
companions of the royal ladies (Ch.
XVIII).

While all eunuchs were considered
zhen (pure), those castrated before 10
years of age were called tong zhen
(thoroughly pure), as they were
believed to be free from the slightest
licentiousness (Stent qtd. in Dale 57).
They enjoyed enormous freedom, for
they were considered ‘deficient men’,
and remarks or actions that would
have earned ordinary men a rebuke
were overlooked in their case; they
were ‘just a eunuch’ (Mitamura 41).
Dream of the Red Chamber shows a

young eunuch acting as an
interlocutor between the royal ladies
and the Empress (Cao Ch.XXII).
Eunuchs were the only men, other
than the emperor, who were allowed
to roam around the corridors of the
palace. Zhou li (The Rites of Zhou)
states that the eunuchs were able to
cross the inner-outer court divide,
countering the civil bureaucracy on
behalf of the emperor, who otherwise
remained a distant figure from the
daily business of the empire (Dale
16).

Taisuke Mitamura writes that, unlike
the Greeks, the Chinese had a
cosmological explanation for the
necessity of court eunuchs. There
were believed to be four eunuch stars
towards the west of the Emperor's
constellation. Thus, eunuchs already
had a role as royal attendants in
heaven, which was replicated on earth
(25). It was under the later Han
emperor, Huan-ti (r. 146-168 CE), that
the eunuchs moved closest to the
throne (Chiang, After Eunuchs 16).
Huan-ti’s interest in working closely
with them to circumvent the powers
of the extended royal family gave
eunuchs unprecedented power. When
he died without a definite heir in 168
CE, eunuchs associated with him lost
all power. Soon they started pulling
all strings to put Emperor Ling (r.
168-189 CE) on the throne (Beck
317). The two decades of his reign
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became the longest consecutive
period of eunuch rule in the history of
the dynasty.

Mark Edward Lewis writes that there
was a period that saw a quick
succession of boys ruling the Eastern
Han dynasty, guided by their mothers,
her kin, or the eunuchs in the inner
chambers (162). This succession may
be indicative of conspiracies to attain
power, pointing to an extremely
hostile environment. It was a period
when no adult ascended the throne.
All minor emperors were closely
attended to by the eunuchs. As
mentioned, the eunuchs could cross
the inner-outer court divide. This
probably meant they were the only
doorway to the outside world for the
sacred emperor during these periods
and, hence, coloured his visions of
what lay beyond the palace gates. So
close were the eunuchs to Emperor
Ling that he acknowledged Chao
Chung as his ‘mother’ and Chang
Jang as his ‘father’ (Beck 327).

The influence of the eunuchs over the
emperor can also be understood
through the portrayal of a eunuch, Yu
Sanfu, in the Nan Shi, where Yu Sanfu
gets the Han Emperor, Wu, to buy a
plot of land at a higher price for a
hefty ‘commission’ from the land
seller (Knechtges and Chang 1509).

Under Ling di’s reign, eunuchs
received a variety of titles for
eliminating rivals and potential
conspirators. After 175 CE, the
hegemony of the eunuchs rose. All
offices in the palace that were
previously headed by the directors
came under their control. As per the
Book of the Later Han (Hou-Han
shu), everything from the price of
commodities to the emperor’s clothes
was decided by the eunuchs. This
deeply irked the male bureaucratic
elite, who were losing their influence
to the eunuchs. Eunuchs were often
arranged in cliques (Beck 328). A
eunuch supervisor was responsible for
training the new entrants to the palace
(Dale 72). The supervisor often lashed
out at the trainees for even the
slightest mistakes (Dale 123). The
Dream of the Red Chamber also
mentions a head eunuch, Hsia
Ping-chung, who is portrayed as
surrounded by a retinue of eunuchs
(Cao Ch.XVI 516).

A story depicts an official, Yan
Yanzhi, in an inebriated condition,
asking Emperor Wen, ‘This is the seat
of the Three Ministries. How can you
allow a punished remnant occupy it?’.
Emperor Wen grows furious at the
remark. ‘Punished remnant’ was
clearly an insult to the castrated
eunuchs (Knechtges and Chang
1779). Taisuke Mitamura writes that
the eunuchs were very sensitive about
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their castration. Many had been
castrated as young boys without an
informed consent. Any indication, or
even the use of broken objects
indicative of their ‘deficiency’, was to
be socially avoided in front of them
(40).

The Shi often tried to persuade the
emperor to eliminate the eunuch
clique, but their attempts always fell
on deaf ears. The eunuchs retaliated
by pushing the emperor to issue edicts
vilifying the accusers and to expel
them. While some, like Zhu Mu (d.
163), died in a desolate state, others
like Zhao Yi penned down their
frustration, resulting in the flourishing
of a unique style of satire literature
called Fu.4 Zhao Yi's Ci Shi Ji Xie Fu
stands as an excellent example
(Knechtges and Chang 2214).

As opposition grew, the eunuchs
launched a brutal campaign, called the
Great Proscription (c. 169 CE - c. 184
CE), killing ‘conspirators’ against the
Emperor. While some were exiled to
the cold North and others to the
malarial South, yet others were
permanently banned from holding
office. Everyone with a common great
great grandfather with the
conspirators was banned from holding
office. An impending crisis soon
befell the empire (Beck 328-29).

Romance of the Three Kingdoms (San
Guo Yanyi) vividly captures this
episode. It states that, from his second
regnal year, Emperor Ling faced
‘omens of bad fortune’, like recurring
natural calamities. However, ‘despite
warnings by loyal ministers, the
Emperor retreated into his palace and
a gang of eunuchs, called the Ten
Imperial Attendants, took over’. It
describes Zhang Rang as its leader
(Luo Ch.1). Soon, a massive rebellion
led by a Daoist sect, Yellow Turbans,
broke out. The eunuchs had to
abandon the Great Proscription (Beck
329).

In 184 CE, another eunuch blamed the
twelve eunuchs for the rebellion. The
latter turned the Emperor against the
accuser by shifting the blame onto the
accuser. This episode points to
factions among the eunuchs
competing for dominance. Cliques of
eunuchs frequently meddled in the
personal affairs of the royal family
(Beck 329).

Romance of the Three Kingdoms
states that the eunuchs soon realised
‘the dangers of bypassing worthy
men’ and, hence, some officials were
restored (Luo Ch.2). The eunuchs
finally managed to purge the rebellion
and, in 185 CE, earned rewards in
return (Beck 329).
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Soon, Emperor Ling fell terminally ill
and a major succession crisis ensued.
Ling di’s wife, Empress He, supported
her son, Prince Bian, as the heir
apparent, but was opposed by Ling
di’s mother, Empress Dong, who
supported Prince Xie. Caught between
this struggle was the Grand
Administrator and Empress He’s
brother, He Jin. Cao Cao — whose
son, Cao Pi, was to establish the next
regime, the Wei dynasty — intended
to kill the eunuchs and install Prince
Bian on the throne. Soon a messenger
came with the sad news of Ling di’s
demise and said ‘The eunuchs are
planning to keep this a secret until
they have secured the succession for
their own candidate, the young Prince
Xie’ (Luo Ch.2).

Cao Cao, along with a military
general, Yuan Shao, stormed into the
palace with a huge army and found
that the eunuchs had already fled to
the protection of Empress He. Prince
Bian was enthroned as Emperor Shao
and Empress He was so elated that
she refused to dismiss the eunuchs.
He Jin, too, supported her. However,
Yuan Shao wanted to stop at nothing
short of killing the eunuchs. His
enthusiasm encouraged He Jin to
order troops to storm the capital. Cao
Cao claimed that ‘the eunuchs have
been a curse since antiquity’ (Luo
Ch.3). He Jin was deceived and killed
by the supporters of the twelve

eunuchs. Cao Cao and Yuan Shao
killed all but two eunuchs. Amidst the
chaos, the palace caught fire and the
two — Zhang Rang and Duan Gui —
escaped with the young Emperor and
Prince Xie. They were soon identified
by Cao Cao’s troops. Both died a
miserable death (Luo Ch.3).

Religious services for the ancestors of
the elite families, which were
attended by clients, associates, and
friends associated with government
service and education, built networks
linking elite families against the
domination of the eunuchs (Lewis
200).

Though all contents of Romance of
the Three Kingdoms are not
historically accurate, historians
believe they do broadly correspond to
the real events. It is also a reflection
of the social attitude towards the
eunuchs’ growing influence in the
court. The reason behind criticism
went deeper than simply losing the
emperor’s favour.

Confucian society was a highly
stratified society. At the top was the
King, next came his bureaucrats. At
the base were ‘mean’ people, many of
whom became eunuchs in the
aspiration for upward social mobility
by associating with the throne.
Confucianism gave great prominence
to filial piety, where the sons were

Tarikh 2021 ｜Page 72



Hitkari

expected to honour their ancestors
through elaborate ceremonies. One
such way was to reproduce sons who
would continue the practice. Melissa
Dale writes that eunuchs came in
direct opposition to Confucian
philosophy, as they could neither
reproduce nor honour the bodies
given to them by their parents. The
physical act of marking the body
stood as an affront to Confucian
beliefs, which explains why castration
formed a mode of punishment, further
stigmatising eunuchs (2). A colloquial
term for ‘eunuch’ was Chu Jia, which
means ‘quitting home’ (60),
symbolising the severing of familial
and social bonds and the ostracisation
of the eunuchs, who were now solely
dependent on their employer. The
eunuchs were not even allowed to be
buried with their families (162).

Taisuke Mitamura writes that poor
men who couldn’t reach the imperial
offices through exams or, in the
earlier period, appointments, castrated
themselves as an alternative way to
enter the palace. Many eunuchs had
been castrated in childhood by their
fathers in the greed for amassing
wealth (68). The operation itself was
very painful. The ‘fluid conveyance’,
a post-operation procedure, involved
the insertion of a wooden stick into
the urethral opening after genital
cutting, in order to prevent the urinary
tract from being blocked (Chiang,

After Eunuchs 67). A newspaper
article titled “The Eunuchs of the
Qing Dynasty” (1936) by Liu
Zhenqing stated that, according to
legends, castration targeted a specific
point; missing it could be fatal (qtd. in
Chiang, After Eunuchs 66). Moreover,
threats to life were ever-present,
especially at times of chaos. Not all
eunuchs were appointed by the
palace.

Historiographical work on the
eunuchs has broadly evaded the
question of their sexual identity.
Howard Chiang writes that the
absence of a Chinese word for ‘sex’
until the 1910s defies the popular
representation of eunuchs as ‘third
sex’ and is more indicative of modern
terminology than eunuchs’ historical
experience (“How China Became”
24). Charlotte Furth writes that the
eunuchs’ inability to reproduce made
them sexually passive and, hence,
feminised them (6). Eunuchs’
association with the inner court,
identified with female Yin, is also
responsible for their feminisation.
Jennifer Jay writes that castration did
not alter a eunuch’s male identity.
Many got married and kept
concubines (Dale 56). Though
castration made eunuchs biologically
impotent, they did not remain
childless. Throughout China’s
imperial history, eunuchs were able to
marry as well as adopt children. Most
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of these children hailed from the
lower strata of society and could not
afford Confucian education, a
prerequisite for upward social
mobility (Hoeckelmann 118). Cao
Cao has been mocked in a document
mentioned in Romance of the Three
Kingdoms as the grandson of a
eunuch (Luo Ch.22).

However, literary sources show
unease with accepting eunuchs as
men. Zhan Yang’s poem in the Book
of Poetry clubs women and eunuchs
together and states ‘Those from whom
come no lessons... are women and
eunuchs’. According to Romance of
the Three Kingdoms, as mentioned, a
document drafted against Cao Cao
mocked him as a grandson of a
eunuch who committed ‘terrible’
crimes (Luo Ch. 22). Had eunuchs
been considered equal to men, the
need for labelling his grandfather a
eunuch would not have arisen. The
practice of burying the severed
genitals, called pao (treasure), with
the eunuch, in the hope of ‘restoring
bodily integrity’ in the other life
(Anderson 309) itself points to their
non-acceptance as men.

A letter by Sima Qian to Ren An in 93
BCE perfectly captures the social
attitude towards eunuchs. He
described his experience as a eunuch:
‘one who has undergone that
punishment nowhere counts as a

man... Even an ordinary fellow never
fails to be offended when he has
business with a eunuch — how much
the more a gentleman of spirit... Even
after a hundred years my shame will
but be the more... I am fit only to be a
slave guarding the women’s
apartments’ (qtd. in Birch 95-102).

Eunuchs in ancient China were an
undesirable necessity — a taboo. If
not for eunuchs, some emperors
would never have ascended the
throne. Eunuchs constantly tested the
bounds of a system which fastened
them to a life of shame and servitude.
A corrupt system was bound to spawn
corrupt officials — whether eunuch or
not. The disgust for them among the
scholarly elite reflects patriarchal
unease with the presence of an
ambiguous gender identity. In an
exclusive system of governance,
where power was the reserve of a few
men, eunuchs built their own bridges
through personal alliances. However,
if dismissed, unlike the male elite, for
them death was fate. Thus,
connivance and treachery were not
their natural traits but a way of
surviving and aspiring for betterment
in a system that granted them none.
Those below continued to ‘eat chaff
and husk without kernel’ before the
eunuchs were in power and much
after they were gone; such was the
system. History has been unfair to the
eunuchs and so have been those who
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write it. It is time light is shed on
these ‘Shadows’ and a just account of
their lives is written.

* Chronological table in Hans
Bielenstein. The Bureaucracy of Han
Times. UK: Cambridge University
Press, 1980.

Notes

1. Cai Yong, a scholar and poet, makes a comment on the insatiable lust
for power of the eunuchs, in his work, Fu on Recounting a Journey (qtd. in
Knechtges 157).

2. See Hans Beilenstein. The Bureaucracy of Han Times, Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1980.

3. Chiang writes that ‘the interest of the Han emperors in working with
eunuchs to circumvent the power of extended royal relatives gave eunuchs an
unprecedented degree of economic, military and political freedom. The later
Han period was henceforth known as the First Epoch of the Rise of the Eunuchs
(第一次宦官时代)’ (After Eunuchs 16).

4. Not all Fu literature was satirical in nature, but satirical Fu became a
major literary development of the Eastern Han period.
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Exploring the Hallways of  Ballroom Culture
and its Signi�cance in the Social Spaces of

New York’s Queer Community

Callistine J. Lewis

Trigger Warning: Variants of racial slurs, oppression, and stigma associated
with STDs.

“And the Category is……Runway Runaways”

The story of Ballroom culture is the
story of the rebirth of a community,
hidden away from society’s dominant
mainstream narratives, and the
rewriting of identities and
belongingness in a world that shunned
transgression. From the 1980s, New
York’s Ballroom culture flourished as
a counter-culture movement,
showcasing the Latinx and Black
queer* communities, creating a niche
for themselves in society.

Drag Balls themselves, however, have
a deeper history. Starting from the
latter half of the 19th century, an
underground Drag scene emerged.
While some Balls were hosted by
White gay men, an emergence of
cafes that catered to a mixed crowd
could also be seen. For instance, a
Chicago doctor, James G. Kiernan,
writing on ‘sexology’ in a medical
journal in 1916, stated, ‘As shown by

some recent arrests, certain cafes
patronized by both Negroes and
whites, are the seat of male
solicitation’, indicating that such
establishments saw the fraternising of
non-cisheterosexual individuals (qtd.
in Fleeson).

As the 1920s rolled around, there
came a ‘Pansy Craze’, a notable surge
in the popularity of gay clubs and
performers. New York’s Greenwich
Village, Times Square, and Harlem
became the centres of renowned Drag
acts (Mitchell). Prohibition had a large
part to play in the mainstreaming of
queer subculture, especially in
Manhattan in the 1930s, as a black
market for alcohol and an
underground scene opened up. The
popularity of Drag Balls was alluring,
seeing as many as 7,000 people of all
colours and classes in attendance
(Bullock). The Harlem Renaissance
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that saw the blossoming of works of
art, music, and literature by
African-Americans, lent many of its
accolades to those from the queer
community. In a 1993 essay titled
“The Black Man's Burden”, Henry
Louis Gates Jr., editor-in-chief of The
Roots, noted that the Renaissance
‘was surely as gay as it was black’.
Alain Locke, the founding father of
the Harlem Renaissance, was the first
African-American to be awarded the
Rhodes Scholarship and was
homosexual (Nathwani). This article
only has the scope for briefly
mentioning how this period saw the
blossoming of a queer subculture.
There remain many aspects that
cannot be discussed at length given
the limits of this article.1

While anti-mask laws came about in
multiple states in America for various
reasons, including countering the Ku
Klux Klan, a law arose in 1845 New
York mainly as a direct response to
anti-rent riots (Grant). While it did not
single out cross-dressing, the law was
eventually also understood as one
upholding gender norms under the
threat of imprisonment. ‘In Brooklyn
in 1913, for instance, a person who we
would today call a transgender man
was arrested for “masquerading in
men’s clothes”, smoking and drinking
in a bar’, wrote Hugh Ryan, the author
of When Brooklyn Was Queer. The
law was later amended in 1876,

allowing ‘masquerade or fancy dress
ball[s]’, if police permission was
obtained. However, it was still one of
many laws, such as the one in
California, where certain ‘Masquerade
laws’ against cross-dressing punished
‘gender-variance’ by declaring it a
crime to have your ‘face painted,
discoloured, covered, or concealed, or
[be] otherwise disguised… [while] in
a road or public highway’ (qtd. in
Ryan). As William N. Eskridge Jr.
recounts in his book, Gaylaw, ‘by the
beginning of the 20th century, gender
inappropriateness… was increasingly
considered a sickness and public
offense’ (28).

These laws were later misused in the
hands of the state and society to forbid
cross-dressing, enforce gender norms,
and stigmatise gender non-conforming
individuals and the queer community
at large, including Drag performers
(Patton).2 With the influx of
immigrants in the latter half of the
eighteenth century, other forms of
social control had come about, such as
the institution of the Society for the
Prevention of Cruelty to Children.

As Chauncey writes,
‘founded in 1872 by Eldridge

Gerry as an offshoot of the Society for
the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals,
[it] sought to protect children in
general. It concentrated its efforts on
“saving” children from immigrant

Tarikh 2021 | Page 79



Lewis

parents who they thought neglected or
abused them. In immigrant
neighborhoods, as the historian Linda
Gordon notes, it was known simply as
“The Cruelty” because of its agents’
reputation for taking children from
homes it deemed undesirable. The
policing of gay subculture in the early
twentieth century was closely tied to
the efforts of these societies to police
working-class culture more generally’
(Gay New York 138).

This demonstrates how it was often
the immigrant and working class
communities who were
disproportionately affected by these
laws and norms. These laws forced
these communities to conform to a
narrow ideal of acceptability, taking
away agency from socio-economically
marginalised communities by
imposing a rigid social order. The
‘reformers’ reflected this ‘growing
anxiety about the threat to the social
order’, posed by those who stood
outside the cis-heteronormative
concept of ‘The Family’: ‘the men of
the bachelor subculture who gathered
without supervision in the
“dissipating” atmosphere of the
saloons… the gay men and lesbians
who gathered in the niches of the
urban landscape constructed by those
groups… The social-purity activists
were also keen to prevent the
violation of racial boundaries, which
they imagined inevitably had a sexual

element’ (Chauncey, Gay New York
138-39).

Drag refers to the practice of
individuals of one gender dressing in
the clothes typically worn by the
opposite gender, often adopting the
latter’s conventional mannerisms. It is
seen as an art form that involves
individuals putting on exaggerated
makeup and garments considered
unconventional by mainstream societal
standards, and also the general
‘performance’ of masculinity,
femininity or other forms of gender
expression.

Drag performers, during these Balls,
competed amongst themselves for
trophies on runways. These Balls,
however, were not very welcoming to
Black Drag performers, who were
expected to whiten their faces and
rarely won prizes. In “The Slap of
Love”, Pepper LeBeija is quoted
saying, ‘It was our goal then to look
like white women. They used to tell
me, “You have negroid features,” and
I’d say, “That’s all right, I have white
eyes.” That’s how it was back then’
(qtd. in Cunningham).

Drag Balls then faded after the early
1930s and were relegated to a smaller
space. Some of the reasons were
attributed to, ironically, the Repeal of
Prohibition, and motivation by law
enforcement and mayors to ‘Clean
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Up’ New York. After Fiorello La
Guardia, ‘a man known for his
moralism as well as his reformism,
was elected mayor in 1933, he had
issued orders forbidding the
appearance of drag queens’ in certain
parts surrounding Times Square,
while the police rounded up queer
people, adamant on moving them to
the periphery of city life. The Repeal
of Prohibition also took away the
underground socialising scene that the
Prohibition had created, marking a
shift in the general attitude towards
Balls and the queer community. They
were seen as opposed to ‘American
values’, often inviting criticism,
calling New York the nation’s ‘Sodom
and Gomorrah’ in campaigns and
calling for clampdowns on such
audacious displays (Chauncey, Gay
New York 333-334).3

It was partly with the Sexual
Revolution in the 1960s that Drag
Balls came into the limelight once
again. This is epitomised by the 1968
documentary by Frank Simon, The
Queen, based on the Miss
All-America Camp Beauty Pageant
showcasing the Drag queen
subculture. We get a glimpse of the
internal dynamics in one particularly
striking scene, where Miss Manhattan,
Crystal LeBeija, storms off the stage
when she’s passed over for the prize.
Alluding to systemic racism, even in a
space inhabited by the marginalised

queer community, Crystal’s
‘temperament’ is reflective of the
overarching oppressive social
structures of race that extended
towards her, as a Black individual
(Brody); she remarks backstage: ‘I
have a right to show my colour. I am
Beautiful’ (Simon, The Queen).4

Fed up of racist gatekeeping and
wanting to create their own space, the
queer Black community set out to
create its own Drag pageants. These
pageants moved away from the ‘One
winner takes all’, with the crowning of
‘Emperor/Empress’, aspect of the
previous Ballrooms and instead
introduced various categories like
Butch Queens, Virgin Runway, Femme
Queen Runway, and so on, ensuring
inclusivity and involvement (Haider).

As the 1969 Stonewall riots (in
Greenwich Village) shook the queer
liberation movement,5 it also ushered
in a sense of self and awakening
among the communities. The country
was in the grips of a period of high
income-inequality and a callous
president, who was ignoring a
pandemic. The 1980s also saw
rampant oppression, especially of the
marginalised racial communities like
the Latinx and Black queer. The AIDS
epidemic raged on alongside the
complacent attitude of politicians who
demonised queer people.6 Yet, amidst
all this chaos, uncertainty, and
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generally pervasive homophobia and
transphobia, it was the presence of the
Ballroom that allowed queer people to
come to Elks Lodge on West 129th
street, outrageously dressed, and
compete in the various categories, to
say: ‘I came, I saw, I conquered.
That’s a Ball’ (Pepper LaBeija in
Paris is Burning 1990).

As the Ballroom discourse and
audience grew, so did the competition.
Ballroom brought its own slang,
culture, events, and dances.
Participants would walk or strut down
a runway, cheered on by crowds on
either side, and would be judged on
the basis of various categories; one of
these was ‘Realness’ or the ability to
pass as the gender, character or
profession one was dressing up as.
Cross-dressing wasn’t the only part of
this — synchronised dancing,
lip-synching as well as what came to
be known as ‘Voguing’ flourished.
The term ‘Voguing’ comes from the
Vogue Magazine as it’s a type of
dance based on the model poses on
the cover pages and also takes
inspiration from Ancient Egyptian
hieroglyphs (Regnault & Baker). Willi
Ninja, who is often called the
godfather of Voguing, said he also
drew inspiration from martial arts,
ballet, and even pantomimes. He often
said it was the equivalent of ‘throwing
shade’; instead of actually fighting,
one would face their opponent and

fight on the dance floor. The one with
the best moves would be throwing the
best shades (“How the LGBTQ
community created voguing”
00:00:27-00:00:48). Voguing entered
mainstream imagination through
Madonna’s hit music video, titled
Vogue, in 1990. Madonna was
introduced to Voguing by one of her
stage dancers, Jose Xtravanganza of
the legendary House of Xtravaganza.7

Ballrooms, thus, evolved as spaces for
Black and Latinx youth to develop
and express themselves through
Voguing, fashion, and stylised
femininity.

When looking at the community slang
that permeated these close-knit
spaces, one may note its larger usage
in pop culture today. Words and
phrases like ‘throwing shade’, ‘yassss
queen’, ‘you better work’, and more
seem to be used in online and popular
discourse, popularised by shows like
RuPaul’s Drag Race.8 The visibility of
these expressions often seems to
signify Ball culture’s impact on wider
social acceptance but calls into
question the idea of cultural
appropriation. While American
Presidents like Reagan parroted
trickle-down economics, there was
another force that was and still is at
play: ‘trickle-up linguistics; the
language of the subaltern is often
co-opted into mainstream culture and
used in popular culture, barely paying
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homage to the marginalised roots it
stemmed from (Wynn
00:09:50-00:10:08). Language that
had emerged in these predominantly
Black and Latinx-filled spaces of
queer safety had now worked its way
upward to become a part of millennial
lingo and online vernacular.

Language and categories in the
Ballroom scene had other undertones
as well. Take for example the slang
‘Realness’, which is used among the
queer community and modern Drag
queens today as ‘a beloved password’.
However, as Shon Faye writes, back
then it did not mean ‘a sassy-byword’
of conformity to indicate a convincing
costume but rather the very opposite
— ‘a tragicomic disguise of the chasm
between what is being emulated and
what is absent (namely racial justice,
class equality, and safety)’. The very
nature of competitions on runaways
where queer people, mostly Black,
Latinx and other marginalised people,
competed, lay juxtaposed with a
world where these same positions
were often a mirage and unattainable.
In the documentary, Paris is Burning,
one of the interviewees describes
Balls as ‘Crossing a looking glass,
like Alice in Wonderland’. This
description covers what these
transgender, gay, bisexual, ethnic and
racial minority individuals see these
Balls as; they weren’t just after
trophies and claps but a sense of

community validation, fame, and
acceptance. The preparations that
went into the Balls were the closest, in
reality, they would get to stardom and
riches. In the capitalist consumerist
world that we inhabit, with its
structural inequalities of
inaccessibility, Balls offered a sense
of escapism and temporary
‘Opulence’, of material luxury that
otherwise would remain a
far-removed reality. Once contestants
were on the floor, Voguing with sharp
dance steps or sashaying in 7-inch-tall
heels or dressed in full-on French
aristocratic corsets and gowns, the
world was a stage and that stage was
theirs.

Ballroom culture also brought about
its own unique social structures and
agencies of socialisation through the
institution of ‘Houses’, an alternate
family structure where a ‘House
Mother’ or ‘House Father’ would take
in runaway adolescents or homeless
youth and bring them up as a ‘chosen
family’ (Bailey 367-68). Among them
were those fleeing homophobic
households after their biological
parents disowned them (though ‘many
early house kids were still deeply
connected to their biological families
but still sought the unique protection,
care and love the street houses
provided’; Cass), and those homeless
‘children’ of a House were often
queer youth who participated in the
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same Balls and often took up the last
name as a sense of pride and loyalty
towards their House parents, to
uphold the ‘legacy’ of their House. As
an article on Harlem’s Drag Ball
History in the Harlem World
Magazine explains,

‘a spiraling decline of the
city’s welfare and social services net,
early gentrification of urban
neighborhoods through private
redevelopment, decreases in funding
for group homes and other social
services targeting homeless youth, a
sharp rise in unemployment rates
among black and Latino men, and a
virtual absence of funding during the
Reagan era for persons newly
displaced and/or homeless as result of
HIV/AIDS. All of these conditions
forced blacks and gays (and especially
black gays) onto the streets in
unprecedented numbers. Houses
became alternative kinship networks
that selected a “mother” and “father”
as their leaders (“parents” could be of
any gender) and “children” as their
general membership body’ (Cass).

Crystal LeBeija may have been the
first to set up a ‘House’; soon, others
followed, like the House of
Xtravaganza, Ninja, Pendavis, Corey,
and the House of Wong. These
Houses were often led by a surrogate
mother, who cared for them and
provided an emotional and familial
support system for these vulnerable

young queer individuals. One of the
children of one such House, Hector of
the House of Xtravaganza, said, ‘A
mother is one who raises a child, not
one who borns it’, at the funeral of his
House Mother, Angie Xtravanganza
(qtd. in Green). As Green writes,
‘Angie had taken many rejected,
wayward, even homeless children
under her wing; she had fed them,
observed their birthdays, taught them
all about “walking the balls”’. House
parents like these, thus, knit a
chosen-family within these
communities to provide an alternate
family structure, offering solace and
‘filling the void’. Instances like these
demonstrate how, when marginalised
individuals come together to form a
mutual bond and to weather life
together, a house becomes a home; not
by the thick water of the womb but by
the shared blood of the covenant.

This setting becomes acutely
important while noting the backdrop
in these times. In the climate of the
1980s, a silent epidemic of HIV/AIDs
was raging, particularly affecting the
queer community, which was met by
demonisation by politicians and
harmful stereotypes. After Health and
Human Services Secretary Margaret
Heckler announced the discovery of
the virus that caused AIDS, in 1984,
‘it took a year before President
Reagan publicly uttered the word
“AIDS”, until 1985, when over
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12,000 Americans had died’; earlier it
had been joked about as ‘the gay
plague’ (Fitzsimons). Around the
1990s, unified collaborations against
AIDS took shape; one way was
through the House of Latex, which
hosted fundraisers, ran educational
and awareness campaigns, and
distributed safe sex resources
(Barksdale). Another initiative called
‘Project Vogue’ matched
HIV-educators with House Mothers
and Fathers, ensuring the
dissemination of safe sex practices
(Alio et. al). In the 90s, HIV
researchers noted how the prevalence
of the House Family structure existed
and helped in promoting emotional
support, a sense of pride, mentorship,
and better sexual health, without
which House children would have
been left vulnerable and unprotected
amidst the epidemic (Dickson-Gomez
et. al). This alternate institution of the
family saved lives and protected
communities when the state
machinery did not even want to admit
they had a responsibility to protect
marginalised communities against a
viral epidemic. A study between 1998
and 2009 for NYC and Baltimore
showed how 62% of House and Ball
participants in the study were
HIV+ve: ‘Research examining the
relationship between forms of
discrimination and HIV risk behaviors
is still in its infancy… While the
connection between the two is still

unclear, it is evident that African
American (AA) youth continue to
experience various forms of
discrimination in their daily lives’
(Kubicek et. al 1525). To an extent,
the systemic disadvantages these
communities faced increased their
susceptibility to the virus and it was
the community efforts that helped
steer the discourse and approaches
used to deal with it. HIV and AIDS
testing was made available in the
underground Ballrooms and people
who tested at the door were let in for
free.

In a world construed on the pedestals
of Victorian morality that swept under
its mattress histories of the subaltern
and punished sexual transgression,
Ballroom culture stands as a beacon
of hope and an exemplary instance of
the attempts of marginalised people at
carving out a niche for themselves
against the onslaught of a
heteronormative, patriarchal, White
supremacist, and capitalist world.
Where gender ‘variance’ was
punished and anti-sodomy laws were
weaponised to oppress sexual and
gender minorities, it is spaces like
these that offered much respite for
these mainly non-White queer
communities. Historical parallels to
the Ballroom culture in New York can
be seen in instances such as the
‘Guru-led families’ formed by Hijras
in South-Asian countries.9 Depictions
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of Ballroom culture today can be seen
in shows like RuPaul’s Drag Race —
a reality show where Drag Queens
compete for a crown and engage in lip
sync performances, dress up
according to different categories, and
participate in various challenges and
competitions — and the FX show,
Pose, focusing on the 20th century
Ballroom culture of New York, with
several actors who have been a part of
Ballroom Houses themselves, and
providing roles for people from the
community.

Unfortunately, not everything about
Ballroom culture has been glitter and
gold. The portrayal of Ballroom
culture in mainstream media has been
criticised; the Paris is Burning
documentary, for instance, has been
considered a commodification of poor
Black and Latinx subcultures that
have been carefully crafted for a
White audience to make them
palatable and commercialised. These
allegations of cultural tourism are
aided by what Bell Hooks in her
essay, “Is Paris Burning?”, calls the
‘Imperial’ gaze, where the
exoticisation and fetishisation of a
marginalised cultural space is depicted
for a privileged audience by a director
who was queer but White and not a
part of Ballroom culture (151).

In the documentary, Paris is Burning,
one legendary Drag queen, going by

the name Dorian Corey, was asked
what her dreams were and she replied;

‘I always had hopes of being a
big star. But as you get older, you aim a
little lower. Everybody wants to make
an impression, some mark upon the
world. Then you think, you’ve made a
mark on the world if you just get
through it, and a few people remember
your name. Then you’ve left a mark...
If you shoot an arrow and it goes real
high, hooray for you.’

That’s exactly what Ballroom culture
did: it left a mark behind, an ode to an
obscure history of the most
underprivileged in the society standing
up for their identity, self, and
community against state-imposed
morality and sanction against
transgression.

Starting from the 2000s, activists from
the Ballroom scene have recognised
the need to create a space for
‘LGBTQ Millennials of colour’, many
homeless and in need of
HIV-prevention services; the ‘Kiki
Scene’, ‘which borrows from the
legacy of ballroom culture but insists
on a youth-focused leadership and
cultural identity’, has developed.
Around a dozen active ‘Kiki houses’
exist today around New York City,
each one of them composed of a
‘mother’, a ‘father’ and ‘children’.
Each month they get together to host
Balls and indulge in a sense of
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community that they would not get
anywhere else, especially applicable
for members of the queer community
(Matthes and Saltzman). What started
in Harlem is now a global,
intergenerational community with
Houses and similar competitions in
Europe, South America, and Japan. In
2016, when the Pulse nightclub attack
happened in Orlando, a group of
Voguers in London paid vigil,
characterising Voguing as a way for

the community to tell their story
(Frej). After centuries of abuse and
over 50,000 unconstitutional arrests
(Chauncey, “Forgotten History”), it
were the hallways of Ballrooms that
opened a new door of possibilities, a
window of change for the New York
queer community and the global queer
liberation movement at large.

* Within this article, ‘Black’ is used and capitalised in the context of race,
instead of black or African-American. This is in accordance with the author’s
choice of terms. For a debate on terminology related to identity and race in this
context, see: Eligon, John. “A Debate Over Identity and Race Asks, Are
African-Americans ‘Black’ or ‘black’?”. The New York Times. 26 June 2020.
<https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/26/us/black-african-american-style-debate.
html>
For a brief description on the use of the term ‘queer’ for its flexibility ‘as new
labels (or identities) arise’, how it helps avoid anachronisms, and how it can
define the ‘identity’s relative place in a hierarchy of identities’ (though these
aspects are debatable, and hierarchies also exist among those marginalised
because of their ‘sexual actions and/or identity’), see: “Why the Word
‘Queer’?” in “The History of Pop-up FAQ”. Pop-up Museum of Queer History.
<http://www.hughryan.org/pop-up-museum>
The terms ‘homophobia’ and ‘transphobia’ are used, while acknowledging the
inaccuracy of these, for the loaded meanings they have come to acquire.
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Notes

1. Works on the theme in the late 19th and the early 20th century, posit
different theories and perspectives, and include social, labour, legal and cultural
histories, among others. For more, for example, see Chauncey 1994., Eskeridge
Jr. 1999, Cass 2017, and Garber, Eric. “A Spectacle in Color: The Lesbian and
Gay Subculture of Jazz Age Harlem”. In Hidden from History: Reclaiming the
Gay and Lesbian Past. Ed. Martin Bauml Duberman, Martha Vicinus and
George Chauncey Jr. London: Penguin Books, 1989.

2. Patton’s article is on Los Angeles, and there were significant
variations between states. The article has been cited to lead to cases in other
states too. However, the point made about socio-economically marginalised
groups being particularly affected by such measures can be applied to New
York, as shown by other sources and in the following lines in this article.

3. For more, see: Chauncey, George. “The Exclusion of Homosexuality
from the Public Sphere in the 1930s” in Gay New York. 331-354.

4. Crystal says this in response to someone remarking that she was
acting in poor taste, and showing her colour, to which she uses the phrase not
just to point out that she won’t hide her natural skin tone and the right to be true
to herself, reclaiming the narrative of her racial features, but also potentially as
a way to indicate that she has a right to ‘show her true colours’ and act defiant,
in an atmosphere of subservience, to a single idea of what beauty could
permissibly constitute.

5. For a brief overview and the context, see: Geoghegan, Tom.
“Stonewall: A riot that changed millions of lives”. BBC News. Washington, 17
Jun. 2019. <https://www.bbc.com/news/world-us-canada-48643756>

6. Also see: Buckley Jr., William F. “Crucial Steps in Combating the
Aids Epidemic; Identify All the Carriers”. The New York Times. 18 Mar. 1986.
The New York Times on the web.
<https://archive.nytimes.com/www.nytimes.com/books/00/07/16/specials/buckl
ey-aids.html>
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7. For some notes on cultural appropriation, see: Green 1993. Hooks,
Bell. “Chapter 10” in Black Looks. 157-164; and Brammer, John Paul. “The
Difference Between Appreciating and Appropriating Queer Culture”. Oprah
Daily. 2 Oct. 2018.
<https://www.oprahdaily.com/life/a23601818/queer-cultural-appropriation-defin
ition/>.

8. Also see: Heller, Meredith. “RuPaul realness: the neoliberal
resignification of ballroom discourse.” Social Semiotics 30.1 (2020): 133-147.
Taylor & Francis Online. doi: 10.1080/10350330.2018.1547490.

9. For a brief on ‘The hijra community’s system of social existence,
based on non-biological kinship networks’, see Goel, Ina. “The Lifestyle of
Hijras Embodies Resistance to State, Societal Neglect”. The Wire. 12 Apr. 2018.
<https://thewire.in/gender/the-lifestyle-of-hijras-embodies-resistance-to-state-so
cietal-neglect>
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Kālidāsa and Sexuality: Poetry, Nature and Society

Sarthak Sharma

Trigger Warning: Descriptions of violent representations of sex

Note: All seven extant works of Kālidāsa are used in this article.
Vikramōrvaśīyam, Abhijñānaśākuntalam, Raghuvaṃśa and Kumārasaṃbhavam
are based on mythical stories within the Brahmanical tradition, while
Mālavikāgnimitram has the setting of a provincial Śuṅga court. Ṛtusaṃhāram
(its authorship is debated, but it is studied in this article, since several scholars
attribute it to Kālidāsa; Sandahl 147) and Meghadūta, however, are different. A
deep appreciation of nature and its relations with human society can be gleaned
from both these texts. Translations, instead of the original texts, are used. This
may make us ignore the original terms used, but allows us to delve deeper into
the underlying themes of sexuality in the sources studied. While J. Tilakasiri has
looked at the erotic rasa in Kālidāsa’s Kāvyas, the depiction of sexuality in its
social context is the theme here.

Sanskrit Kāvyas were highly stylised
and technical secular literature
composed for aesthetic and
entertainment purposes. They
included dramas as well as poetry.
According to Sheldon Pollock, ‘the
English word “Literature” in one of its
senses is a good translation’ (Literary
Cultures 40-41). Pollock also, and
importantly, contextualises the origins
of Kāvyas in the new emerging
polities of the Śakas and Kuṣāṇas,
providing the example of Aśvaghoṣa
(Languages of the Gods 70). Since
these are not prescriptive texts,
reading between their lines can
provide a broader understanding of
the society they were composed in.

Kāvyas were produced for the
consumption of the social elite.
However, these works of fiction
provide a good insight into the society
of their time, albeit in line with how
the elite imagined it to be. Shonaleeka
Kaul has made an emphatic case for a
better representation of Sanskrit texts
among the sources for reconstructing
the history of Early and Early
Medieval India (5-21). Using the
works of Kālidāsa becomes even more
important here. Not only is he
considered one of the greatest Sanskrit
poets of all time, he was also an early
expert on Sanskrit literature. In the
momentous work on Sanskrit Kāvyas
by Yigel Bronner, David Shulman and
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Gary Tubb, he is related with Early
Classicism (33-35). Shalini Shah’s
important work on female sexuality
from the seventh to thirteenth
centuries has served as an important
secondary source for this article. She
chose the date that marked the ‘end of
classicism (represented by Kālidāsa)’
(29) as the starting point for her
research.1 In the prologue to
Mālavikāgnimitram, Kālidāsa has
listed the names of three previous
authors, of which only the works of
Bhāṣa are available to us.2 Hence,
Kālidāsa seems to have been one of
the earliest poets of Kāvya literature.
It is in this context that using Kālidāsa
as a source becomes important.

To my observation, myths and legends
were a popular choice for plots for
early writers like Kālidāsa, Bhāṣa, and
Aśvaghoṣa, but do not remain as
popular in later works. However, a
counterpoint can be made by the
existence of works like Śiśupālavadha
and Kirātārjunīya. It is important to
note that there is a debate on the
authorship of Ṛtusaṃhāram but ‘the
majority of scholars believe that it is a
juvenile work by Kālidāsa’ (Sandahl
147). Courtesans are rarely mentioned
and are never main characters in
Kālidāsa’s plays, but both Shonaleeka
Kaul and Shalini Shah have given the
characters of courtesans an important
place in their research. Kaul treats

them as one of the female archetypes
of Sanskrit literature (143-153),
whereas Shah devotes an entire
chapter to discussing their positions
(128-156). Mālavikā is a court
performer in the service of king
Agnimitra’s chief queen, but not a
courtesan.

This article is divided into two
sections: the first deals with the social
settings of Kālidāsa’s portrayal of
sexuality3; the second deals with how
sexuality was imagined and portrayed
by Kālidāsa.

I

Sanskrit Kāvyas were composed for
the consumption of those who could
understand them. Within the
framework of Brahmanical patriarchy,
aspects of sexuality were also guided
by the patriarchal ideals. This meant
that the choice of partner had to be
outside the scope of women’s choices.
While Pārvatī chose Śiva,4 Śiva had to
ask Himālaya, her father, for her hand
in marriage. We are often reminded
that Śakuntalā dallied with Duṣyanta
of her own will in
Abhijñānaśākuntalam and was
derided, albeit implicitly, for it. While
Urvaśī made her own choice, she
needed Indra’s permission to live with

Tarikh 2021 | Page 93



Sharma

her husband, King Pururavas, after the
end of the story. For being a ‘worthy
ally in wars’, Nārada tells the King of
Indra’s wishes: ‘this Urvaśī shall be
your wife as long as you live’
(Vikramōvarśīyam Act V). In the
original Vedic story, Urvaśī made her
own choices and put forth her own
conditions (Devadhar xvi). However,
here, she is often only subjected to
fate, (as when she transforms into a
creeper) (Vikramōvarśīyam Act IV).
Although an evolution in the character
and story of Śakuntalā has been
brought out by Romila Thapar, and by
Uma Chakravarti (143-153), the
character of Urvaśī has not yet
received the same scholarly attention.

Polygyny is apparent in the body of
Sanskrit Kāvyas, as a whole, including
in Kālidāsa’s work. Duṣyanta
seemingly ignores one of his lovers in
the court. Dharini and Irāvatī are the
two wives of Agnimitra mentioned
and he marries Mālavikā by the end of
the Kāvya. The chief queens in
Vikramōvarśīyam and
Mālavikāgnimitram, do get angry at
their respective husbands’
wantonness, but eventually accept the
newest addition to the antaḥpura
(Upinder Singh translates the term to
‘harem’; 45). In the Kāmasutra,
Kumkum Roy argues, ‘the
dependence of the wife was
foregrounded particularly in the

context of polygyny’ (161). But the
concept of ‘chief wife’ was apparent.
There are four major male characters
that did not take multiple wives —
Rāma, Śiva, Aja, and the Yakṣa of
Meghadūta. The former two were
deities (it is clearly mentioned that
Rāma was an incarnation of Viṣṇu)
and their monogamy was already
rooted in tradition.5 Since Meghadūta
is a lyrical poem about the suffering
caused by separation from a lover,
there was no need for mentioning
another of the Yakṣa’s wives, or even
paramours. The same may be the case
with Aja and Indumatī.

As patriarchy was arguably the norm,
the childbirth-centricity of sexual
relationships was important. While the
whole Kāvya was based on the
coming together of Umā and Śiva, and
their love, it was titled
‘Kumārasaṃbhavam’, meaning the
birth or conception of Kumāra. Their
marriage was in the context of the
devas needing a warrior to lead them
in battle; their son was to be this
warrior. In Abhijñānaśākuntalam, it
was through their son, Sarvadaman,
that Śakuntalā and Duṣyanta were
reunited. Vikramōvarśīyam ends
happily only after Pururavas and
Urvaśī are with their son. A phrase in
the eighth verse of the first canto of
Raghuvaṃśa was translated by
A.N.D. Haksar as ‘…married just for

Tarikh 2021 | Page 94



Sharma

progeny’ (1.8). This is in line with the
overall patriarchal structure within
which these works were set, where a
child-centric notion of sexuality may
have been the accepted norm.

Lovers of the same gender cannot
bear children and, hence, disapproval
and silencing is rooted in patriarchal
structures. This silencing is apparent
in Kāvyas, where homosexuality
seems almost absent. In the
Arthaśāstra and the Dharmaśāstras,
homosexual people are derided (Shah
57-58), while the Kāmasutra is largely
heteronormative in nature. There are a
few references to homosexuality and
bisexuality in the Kāmasutra, as
Wendy Doniger demonstrates. For
instance, in the lines ‘Even young
men, servants who wear polished
earrings, indulge in oral sex only with
certain men’ (qtd. in Doniger 122).
But the overall text remains
heteronormative. Roy points out,

‘lesbian sex is defined in
terms of categories of heterosexual
intercourse, with one of the women
involved being classified as
puruṣavat, literally, man-like. Thus, at
one level, such relations were either
obliterated or marginalised from the
discussion, while at another level,
recognition was accorded by
assimilating them to heterosexual
roles which were legitimised within
the dominant tradition’ (159).6

Given the normative child-centricity,
chief queens who bore sons became
important by default. Hence, although
Kuśa is seen participating in water
sports with women, in the sixteenth
canto of Raghuvaṃśa, and the verses
are full of sexual innuendos
(16.54-16.71), it is his meeting the
mother of his wife, Kumudvatī, that is
treated as important. While sex for
pleasure was important, having a child
was obviously a more important
pursuit. Agnīvarṇa is the last ruler
described vividly in Raghuvaṃśa
(19). He over-indulges in sex and,
being a king, has access to multiple
women. Since he forgets about his
duties as a ruler and husband for
sexual activities, he is the only ruler
of the line for whom Kālidāsa
expressed disdain. He nearly ruins the
exalted family line, but a pregnant
wife is taken note of (19.55). This
makes sense for a text like
Raghuvaṃśa, since it is about a family
line in a patrilineal society where sons
are considered important. But the
mention of Vāsumitra in
Mālavikāgnimitram does not seem
necessary and adds no substance to
the plot. This mention, despite the
story not requiring the context of
Vāsumitra being victorious, does
seem to evidence the exalted status of
Dharini, his mother (Act V).
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Access to women is an important
point to note. Kings seem to have had
access to a number of women, even
outside the antaḥpura, as is evident in
the depiction of Agnīvarṇa dallying
with servant girls. Other men’s wives
seem to have been out-of-bounds, as
is evident when Duṣyanta, announces
that ‘one should not stare at another
man’s wife’ and rejects Śakuntalā; he
claims ‘a king’s discipline forbids him
to touch another man’s wife’
(Abhijñānaśākuntalam Act V). This is
also seen when a personified Ayodhyā
approaches Kuśa and the latter tells
her that ‘ ... Raghu scions control their
passions and turn away from others’
women’ (Raghuvaṃśa 16.8).

What about the people who have
forsaken pleasure and sex? Shalini
Shah has written at length about
ascetics and their villainisation of
women. In Brahmanical (as well as
Buddhist and Jaina) discourse, sages
leave worldly desires for a spiritual
life. Śakuntalā was the result of an
illegitimate relationship between
Viśvāmitra and a nymph and, hence,
was abandoned. Śiva burns Kāmadeva
(the god of desires) when he attempts
to tempt him. Since these were rooted
in traditional myths, and not added to
by Kālidāsa, there is not much to
unravel here.

Kālidāsa seems to be on the fence
regarding the trivarga debate.7 While
in some of his cantos in Raghuvaṃśa,
he has equated kāma with artha and
dharma, at other times, he has derided
kāma. In the thirteenth verse of the
eleventh canto, he compares Rāma
with kāma in looks, but follows this
up with stark differences in their
deeds. In the thirty-eighth verse of
Kumārasaṃbhavam’s fifth canto,
kāma and artha are belittled and
dharma is hailed. Compare this to the
eighth sarga, which is all about the
sexual relations of Śiva and Umā. In
the fifty-seventh verse of
Raghuvaṃśa’s seventeenth canto,
dharma, artha, and kāma are equal to
each other. Kālidāsa does not take a
firm stance on the position of kāma
vis-à-vis dharma and artha.

As expected, women are often
described through their bodies in these
works. When male characters’ bodies
are described, as in Indumatī’s
swayamvara in Raghuvaṃśa
(6.20-6.66), the descriptions are
mostly symbolic of their strength and
sovereignty; but women are often
noted for being doe-eyed, with
attractive breasts and hips (for
example, the description of Indumatī
in Raghuvaṃśa 6.36). Girdles are
mentioned several times, because they
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are to be worn by women around their
bottoms and waists. Whenever
Agnimitra sees Mālavikā, he does not
fail to mention her breasts (Act II and
Act III). In the second verse on spring
in Ṛtusaṃhāra, women are listed as
one of the things that can be enjoyed
by men, along with lilies and flowers.
These are all reflective of how women
were perceived in Sanskrit Kāvyas.

Describing women became a trope, as
explained by E.Vanina for a later
period, in reviewing Shalini Shah’s
work for the seventh to thirteenth
centuries:

‘The lavish descriptions of
female body’s each and every limb by
the infatuated male poets did not refer
to individual beauty of an individual
woman. The poets who lived in
different epochs and wrote in different
languages as if portrayed one and the
same woman under varying names.
Standard set of beauty markers,
repeating from text to text, was
viewed as a pointer to not only
physical beauty but noble birth and
virtuous character. Medieval mentality
opined that social origin of a person
predetermined his/her physical nature,
character and behaviour. Therefore, in
heroes and heroines of medieval
literature, beauty was indicative of
both high birth and high morals.
Medieval male poet[s] thus “gazed”

not at an individual beauty but at a
pre-fixed set of clichés’ (Vanina 166).

But one needs to note the gender
differences in such tropes. In
describing women, their breasts and
waists are repeatedly mentioned. This
does seem to reflect a male gaze,
albeit as a trope. While Agnimitra is
said to be in love with Mālavikā, he
mostly describes her body, which
makes one wonder if the perception of
love was ultimately only related to
sex; if Mālavikā would be forgotten
by Agnimitra, like Irāvatī before her
was. In one of the verses of
Meghadūta, (1.44) a woman’s body,
when lying down, is said to be
irresistible.

II

Sanskrit Kāvyas were not as explicit
as Kāmashastric texts in their
portrayal of sexuality.8 But this does
not make them bereft of sex, or some
aspects of it. In Kālidāsa’s works, an
almost violent representation of sex is
seen. Thighs scarred by nails, bitten
body parts, and pain are mentioned, as
in Kumārasaṃbhavam: ‘deep bruises
of her teeth on her lower lip’ (8.88)
and ‘her delicate hands trembling in
pain’ (8.18). But it is Ṛtusaṃhāram
that is flush with them. For example:
‘their bosoms are glorious, with
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curvaceous breasts; but they have
been hurt in the course of making
love’ (Onset of Winter. 7). In some
verses (like Ṛtusaṃhāram Winter.11),
women look at the bodies their lover
enjoyed and are happy with the marks
and wounds. Interestingly,
descriptions of what happens to the
body of a man are infrequent. While
some mentions are found here and
there, it is the effects on women that
are prevalent. Verses 11-16 in the
Winter canto are all about what
happens to a woman after sex. It feels
like sex is something that a man does
to a woman, and not with a woman.
This is in line with the Kāmasutra’s
focus on violence during sex (Roy
160).

Natural imagery and the relationship
of nature with sex is also at the
forefront. In Ṛtusaṃhāram, every
season somehow excites different
effects in people. In Monsoon, it is the
thunder that makes women leap into
the arms of their partners
(Monsoon.11). As one would expect,
Spring is the season that induces
passion the most. The relationship of
Kāma and Spring is of friendship in
Kumārasaṃbhavam. In Raghuvaṃśa,
too, verses are composed relating
spring with pleasure (9.24-9.47). J.
Tilakasiri has also brought out this
imagery (367-369).

Wine is the only aphrodisiac
mentioned. In Kumārasaṃbhavam’s
eighth canto, the verses 75-77
describe Śiva convincing Umā to
drink wine. In Raghuvaṃśa (19.12),
wine appears to make women more
passionate. No other such substance is
mentioned in Kālidāsa’s works.

Bees are an important part of the
imagery as well. They, along with
Spring, accompany Kāma on his way
to Siva in Kumārasaṃbhavam.
Duṣyanta not only saves Śakuntalā
from a bee, but also remembers the
incident in one of the later chapters
(Abhijñānaśākuntalam Act I; Act VI).
The relationship between nature and
sex is also apparent in Meghadūta,
when Ganga is likened to a lover
(1.66) and when the Yakṣa talks about
the cloud drinking from the mouth of
the river Vetravatī (1.25). Natural
imagery seems to be the archetypal
symbol for sexuality.

The depictions of sexuality, in the
works of Kālidāsa, were not isolated.
They existed within the framework of
a patriarchal society. This meant that
the ideals of patriarchy were not only
treated as norms but were celebrated
aesthetically. These were texts made
for the entertainment of those who
could understand them. So, they
adhered to society as imagined by the
elite. Accepting these, or any other
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source, as the sole truth for a
historical period would be harmful to
historiography. A more
comprehensive understanding of the
available sources should be the aim of

every historian and Sanskrit Kāvyas
cannot be ignored while discussing
conceptions of sexuality in Early and
Early Medieval India.

Notes

1. The dates for Kālidāsa are contested. Since Bāna has mentioned him,
we have to situate him somewhere before the times of Harṣa. Many scholars
have placed him in the Gupta era whereas others have tried to push the date to
even before the birth of Christ. The former, however, seems to be more widely
accepted.

2. The other two are Saumilla and Kaviputra. Their works are,
unfortunately, lost. The prologue is interesting in itself and gives us evidence for
this being one of the earlier works of Kālidāsa.

3. I will not delve into making a case for treating sexuality in its social
context. While a number of scholars and theorists like Engels have talked about
the social settings of sexuality, the most famous socio-historical analysis comes
from Michel Foucault in his The History of Sexuality.

4. This is only to be understood in the matter of her going to Śiva in
canto 3 and her tapa in canto 5, since the ‘choice’ had deeper reasons for it and
she was fated to marry Śiva (Heifetz 12).

5. The point here is that, while these instances of monogamy do exist,
they can be explained by the already rooted stories where these figures do not
take multiple wives.

6. The context for the use of the term is clarified by Doniger and Kakar:
‘Though Vatsyayana never uses the verb “to play the man’s role” (purushayitva)
when he describes lesbian activities [5.6.1-4], Yashodhara cites one text in
which that verb is used of a woman with another woman [2.1.18].’:
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“Introduction” in Doniger, Wendy and Sudhir Kakar, ed. and trans. Vatsyayana
Mallanaga: Kamasutra. (Oxford World’s Classics). New York: Oxford
University Press, 2002.

7. The trivarge refers to dharma, artha, and kāma. Sometimes, mokṣa is
added as well. These are the aims of a perfect human life. Dharma means the
religious and social duties of a person, artha refers to materialistic aims, and
kāma means desires. While sometimes, they are all given an equal footing with
each other, dharma in a number of texts seems to be the most important. For
more on this debate, see: Shah 50-69.

8. One needs to keep in mind that these were altogether different genres
of work. A comparative analysis would help in understanding the uniqueness of
these genres in their treatment of similar subjects.
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Perceptions and Persecution:
A Historical Perspective on the Changing Attitudes in India

towards the ‘Third Gender’

Soumya Singh

Trigger Warning: Discrimination, persecution, criminalisation of identities.

The term ‘hijras’ refers to a broad
spectrum of identities. Narrowing
down the scope of the term to a
particular definition generates its
own, significant, problems.
According to Jessica Hinchy, hijras
refers to people who are generally
assigned male at birth, identify
themselves as emasculates or
‘eunuchs from birth’ and associate
themselves with a variety of
‘feminine’ practices channeled
through clothing and names
(“Obscenity, Moral Contagion” 1-2).
The term transgender is sometimes
understood as synonymous with
hijras; however, there are differences
between the two terms with reference
to the cultural meanings attached to
them. However, in popular
perception, as well as in the legal
status of these communities in
colonial and post-colonial India, all
these diverse and complicated
identities are fused together.

Within the scope of this article, three
different types of sources will be used
to understand how various identities

and traits associated with the hijras
have been perceived in these texts or
records. Following this, there will be
an emphasis on how historical
stereotypes, especially those from the
colonial period, have permeated
Indian society to such an extent that
even today, with decades of
independence, hijras remain on the
fringes of society and continue to be
oppressed.

While we study these sources, it is
important to understand that the
histories we attempt to analyse are
complicated. It is difficult to clearly
correlate the terms used and identities
described in these sources to the
histories of the hijra communities.
The meanings of terms are specific to
their context, and these meanings
change over time. Therefore,
attributes associated with the people
we study in this article are not always
reflections of the hijras and their
histories, especially in the pre-colonial
contexts. The attempt here is not to
present a linear historical
development of these communities,
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but rather to analyse some perceptions
of their history.

The latter parts of the article discuss
the kinds of issues which surround
this community in the present context
and some of the problems they face.
The aim of this article is to go over
the changing perceptions regarding
these communities in particular
contexts and from the viewpoint of
specific sources, to see what historical
knowledge we can derive from this.
The scope of this article is a very
small part of the varied and diverse
history of the hijra community.

While some colonial records present
the terms hijras used to describe
themselves to the British, it is
uncertain that these have been
translated adequately. As we shall see,
the terms the British used were also
limited and inaccurate. These sources
then, generally, provide the external
identities and descriptions used for
them or imposed on them.

The translation of Kamasutra by
Burton and Arbuthnot refers to
‘eunuchs’. A translation done by
Danielou refers to ‘people of the third
sex’. Both these translations are
flawed (Sweet 78-80). What the text
mentions is the word tritiya-prakriti,
which can be understood as something
of a third ‘nature’ (Doniger & Kakar,
“Introduction”). But whether this

refers to a ‘third’ gender, or a ‘third’
sex, or to sexuality, are complex
questions. With this, the discussion on
Kamasutra can be initiated.

Kamasutra is an extant treatise (sutra)
on erotic love, desire, sex, pleasure
(kama). It was composed in Sanskrit.
There are debates on the exact dates
of composition, but there is a general
consensus among most scholars that it
was composed in the third century
CE. The text also caters to only a
specific region in India. Information
relevant to the North-western parts of
India is presented in great detail.
Simultaneously, disapproval of the
culture and practices of certain other
areas is visible in particular sections
of the text. It is, therefore, possible
that the text was composed in
North-western India. However, the
text also refers to the city of
Pataliputra; therefore, one possibility
is that it was composed there. This is
also asserted by Yashodhara who
wrote an important commentary on
the text in the thirteenth century.
Questions of authorship are also
difficult to answer. While the text is
attributed to a person called
Vatsyayana Mallanaga, we do not
know much about who this person
was. Additionally, Vatsyayana
referred to figures such as Auddalaki,
Dattaka, Gonardiya and many more in
the text, and often mentioned and
discussed their ideas (Doniger &
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Kakar, “Introduction”). Henceforth,
while questions of social or
chronological context cannot be
answered concretely, what we do need
to keep in mind is the fact that the
scope of this text was limited.

The term used is tritiya-prakriti, and it
is difficult to establish its exact
connotation: while Doniger discusses
this in the context of homosexuality
and writes that the Kamasutra speaks
of a ‘“third nature” (tritiya prakriti) or
perhaps a “third sexuality”’ in the
sense of sexual behaviour” — as does
Sweet (78) — there are also
descriptions of ‘gender behaviour’
(114-115). Within the text, ‘there are
two sorts of persons of the third
nature, in the form of a woman and in
the form of a man’ (Doniger & Kakar
ch.9). The one in the form of a woman
is defined through feminine traits such
as ‘chatter, grace, emotions, delicacy’
and more (2.9.2). She gets her sexual
pleasure and earnings from the act of
oral sex, and lives as a courtesan.
(2.9.3).

People of the third nature, in the form
of men are mentioned as ‘conceal[ing]
her desire’ and ‘mak[ing] her living as
a masseur’ (Doniger & Kakar Ch.9).
Fellatio is mentioned in homoerotic
context in the first chapter of the
second book. In the discusion of
‘Types of love’, ‘oral sex with a
women, or with a person of the third

nature is one of the forms of love that
‘comes from erotic arousal’. During
the act of fellatio in a homoerotic
context, the passive partner is
considered ‘queer’ or of the ‘third
nature’, which is to say, it is the
masseur who is stigmatised, not the
other participant (Doniger & Kakar,
“Introduction”). Vatsyayana also uses
female instead of male pronouns for
the masseur. Boundaries between
what is homoerotic and what is
heteroerotic are difficult to trace.
Consequently, aspects of different
gender and sexual identities can be
gleaned from this text. However, even
when these identities are mentioned,
they seem to exist in a heterosexual
matrix.

Many references can be identified to
people of the tritiya-prakriti in the
text which are significant for this
article. For instance, by examining
certain examples, attitudes towards
them can be postulated, albeit without
definitive conclusions. In one section,
bridegrooms are told to not be too shy
on their wedding nights, otherwise
their brides may ‘despise him, as if he
were someone of the third-nature’
(3.2.3). In talking about the sexual
position where a woman is on top,
Vatsyayana used the term
purushayitva, or ‘to play the man’s
role’. This is treated as something of a
reversal of gender roles (Doniger
110-111). There is a belief that
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children conceived as a result of a
reversed sex position (woman on top)
will be born with ‘reversed natures’;
in his commentarial work, Yashodhara
remarks that embryonic damage as a
result of ‘reverse intercourse’ will
result in ‘reversed gender behaviour
of the third nature’ (2.8.41). He refers
to this position as a deviation
(Doniger 110). The result of a
deviation is children with reversed
gender natures; can this, along with
the other examples, be used to argue
that these people were not viewed too
favourably by the composers and
commentators of the text? It is
possible that while their presence was
acknowledged in society, acceptance
of the same may have been absent.
References may also suggest that
while dichotomisation of gender was
not always absolute in this text, a
tendency to classify sexualities in
gender binaries does exist.

Men of the third nature are referred to
with feminine pronouns, but this is
possibly because ‘nature’ in Sanskrit
is feminine (Doniger 117). However,
Vatsyayana also mentions people of
the third gender in the list of women
who could be lovers (1.5.27). Perhaps
what we can see is a visible tendency
to classify men of third nature with
women. Burton’s 1883 translation
leaves out this line (Doniger 118). As
mentioned, Burton’s translation of the
term tritiya-prakriti to ‘eunuch’ in the

sense of men who had been castrated
is inaccurate. The British perception
of the hijras as ‘eunuchs’ in this sense
and the issues with this are discussed
later in the article. Doniger does
suggest some association of men of
the third nature in the form of women
with hijras’ association with feminine
practices, while pointing out that only
a sentence or two is used for a
discussion of this ‘first type of third
nature’ in the Kamasutra (119).

The second source we examine is the
Ain-e-akbari. It is the third volume of
the sixteenth-century court chronicle
Akbarnama, commissioned by the
Mughal Emperor Jalaluddin Akbar, and
written by his courtier Abul Fazl.
Ain-e-akbari covers in good detail the
happenings of the court, the Emperor’s
life, the administration, the household,
economic activities such as agriculture
and taxation, and so on, and contains
information about all socio-economic
institutions associated with the Emperor
and the court.

Through a reading of this text done by
Shabad Bano, we are able to locate
eunuchs within the Mughal court. It
can be concluded to a certain extent
that eunuchs, who were also known as
khwajas and nazirs, enjoyed a close
relationship with the Emperor,
something which was a matter of
prestige for them and envy for others;
the resentment against their power
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seems to have been not just out of
envy for their influence, but because
of their gender/sexual identity and
characteristics (Bano 422). Abul Fazl
also mentions different categories of
eunuchs on the basis of degrees of
castration (Bano 423).

It is possible that as a result of an
intimate relationship with the
Emperor, the eunuchs associated with
the Mughal court became wealthy and
influential over time. A list of officers
in the Ain-e-akbari includes eunuch
officers such as Itimad Khan and
Khwaja Khas Malik (Bano 419-420).

Shadab Bano’s work on eunuchs in
the Mughal court and household
seems to reveal three reasons which
may have led to an increase in their
power and wealth. Firstly, the refusal
of carnal pleasures was considered the
ultimate act of devotion. This allowed
the eunuchs to develop close
emotional relationships with the
kings; for instance, Itimad Khan is
said to have become the ‘sovereign’s
confidante’ (Bano 420). This was a
significant advantage. Secondly, there
had been a trend among other nobles
to hoard wealth for familial
indulgence and neglect the state’s
duties (Fazl qtd. in Bano 420). This
was something which was not a
problem with the eunuchs without
families, who were loyal only to the
Emperor. The third reason is also

related to the eunuchs not having
families. Since they did not have any
progeny, the wealth provided to them
would eventually come back to the
royal coffers after their death (Bano
421). It is to be emphasised that the
account presented above, during the
Mughal period presents only a picture
of a particular section of eunuchs that
was associated with the court.

The third type of source studied are
colonial records produced from the latter
half of the nineteenth century during the
time of the British in India. With the
establishment of colonial power in
India, perceptions of and attitudes
towards such identities were to
experience a considerable degree of
change.

Under the British, hijra communities
were actively persecuted by the
members of the ruling classes who were
producing these records and texts; an
active persecution based on identity
seems absent, at least in principle, in the
other two texts we have examined.
Through a study of these colonial
sources, the processes (associated with
their perception) by which the hijra
community was criminalised and
marginalised during the late nineteenth
century in the North Western Provinces
will be analysed.

Before we complicate our
conceptualisation of how this
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community was criminalised during
the colonial period, and how they
fought back, it is essential to
understand why the governments of
colonial and post-colonial India felt
the need to discipline, or in some
extreme cases, exterminate these
communities. For this particular
period, colonial records and archives
will be used to elaborate on this.
Jessica Hinchy’s extensive work on
the same, Governing Gender and
Sexuality in Colonial India: The
Hijra, c.1850-1900, is used primarily
to access colonial perceptions of the
hijra population. The British
perception of hijras in colonial India
was dominated by a sense of them
being prostitutes, kidnappers,
castrators, obscene people, and ‘men’
who were ‘addicted to sex with men’
(thus ignoring their feminine gender
identities; Hinchy 8). Two critical
questions come up: why was this
description attached to the hijras; and
why did the colonial government feel
the need to control this?

The administration viewed the hijras
as a category of people who could not
be ordered or governed. This should
be understood in the context that
India’s colonial government was
obsessed with sanitising India, a
country that was considered backward
and populated by savages. Central to
this ideology and to the concept of
establishing political control was the

notion of maintaining social order or
the family order. The conventional
colonial family order was based on
reproductive sexuality and patrilineal
succession. Since the hijras did not
seem to fit into a binary of male and
female, and into the concept of a
family order, they were viewed with
contempt and suspicion (Hinchy,
Governing Gender 8-9). The British
government in nineteenth century
India viewed them as ‘habitual
sodomites’ and gender deviants. In the
opinion of the colonial government,
the hijras’ ‘performances were an
obscenity’ (Hinchy, “Obscenity,
Moral Contagion” 1-2). Also, they
often engaged in sex work as a source
of livelihood; this was viewed as
polluting. Cross-dressing and the
embodiment of ‘feminine traits’ made
it challenging to fit them into a
masculine-feminine binary of gender
identity and, therefore, disrupted the
government’s attempt to classify the
Indian population. Singing, dancing,
begging, and using sexually explicit
erotic language was viewed as
creating ‘uncleanliness’ in the public
space (Hinchy, Governing Gender
46). The initiation into the community
and the domestic arrangements were
based on a system of guru and chelas.
This was a system which connected
teachers (gurus) with their disciples
(chelas). This concept of discipleship
within the hijras led the British to
paint them as kidnappers and
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castrators, who forcibly initiated
young boys into the community
(Hinchy 1). Hijras were often
understood as just castrated bodies
(Hinchy, Governing Gender 22; 35).
This is an example of how society
becomes uncomfortable with any
deviance from what they have
understood and acknowledged as
‘natural’ and ‘normal’. At a point in
time when hijras were associated with
ideas of sexual deviance, and
subsequently with criminality, here
attempts to introduce and solidify
norms of sexuality and gender by the
colonial government were visible
(Hinchy, Governing Gender 7).

It is remarkable how some of these
thoughts have permeated into the
present-day and continue to persist as
forms of stereotypes and
discrimination. We can see how a
certain anxiety developed among the
colonial officials concerning the hijra
population. In the 1850s and the
1860s, a state of panic manifested in
the colonial government’s official
circles, especially in North India
(Hinchy, Governing Gender 7-8). In
the previous few years, several
criminal cases involving the ‘eunuchs’
had come into light, wherein the
hijras were either victims or accused
as being the perpetrators (Hinchy,
Governing Gender 27-28). Due to an
exaggerated connection made between
the community and crime, along with

other socio-political factors discussed
above, the hijras in time came to be
viewed as criminal and immoral
people. In time, the colonial
government initiated policies to
ensure their extermination (Hinchy,
Governing Gender 100).
Simultaneously, the Criminal Tribes
Act of 1871 was passed, wherein, in
the second part that was enforced in
the NWP, the hijras were included
within the list of communities who
were designated as criminals (Hinchy,
Governing Gender 2).

The aim of these stringent measures
was two-fold; firstly, the culture of the
hijras had to be subdued through
policing. Secondly, the hijra
population had to be rendered extinct
by stopping new members’ initiation
into the community (Hinchy,
Governing Gender 12). Therefore, at a
fundamental level, the hijras were not
allowed to continue with their culture,
which was also their livelihood. Even
though the collection of alms could
still be conducted, cross-dressing,
singing, and dancing in public places
were disallowed. This would lead to
the erasure of the hijra identity from
the public space, loss of livelihood,
and consequently their
impoverishment (Hinchy, Governing
Gender 2). On another level, children
were often taken away from hijra
homes. It was believed that children
were being morally corrupted in hijra
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homes (Hinchy, “Deviant
Domesticities” 249). All ‘eunuchs’
had to be registered with the local
police station so that they could be
tracked and their activities regulated.
It was assumed that if the cycle of
discipleship were broken, this
community would eventually become
extinct (Hinchy, Governing Gender
2). There are some important
questions which need to be raised in
this context. These young children
would have been sent to government
managed orphanages or care homes.
What would have happened to these
children who now had to grow up
fitting into society’s standards of
masculinity? Considering the general
English perception towards Indian
children was also negative, how
would this have intersected with
colonial perceptions of gender and
masculinity? These are crucial
questions which need to be delved
into.

The measures were stringent, but the
hijras resisted in their ways and
survived. Mobility was their most
vital aid; they would often cross state
boundaries to evade surveillance
(Hinchy, Governing Gender 249).
Considering the persecution was
strictest in the NWP, they were often
able to escape governmental abuse by
shifting. They also resisted in
particular small ways. The hijras
started to challenge the conception of

masculinity when they started to mix
‘traditionally male’ and ‘traditionally
female’ elements of clothing in their
outfits so it would not come under
what the state referred to as
‘cross-dressing’. There were also
fissures within the colonial
administration which ensured that the
implementation of the CTA was not
universal. Similarly, these measures
were more stringent in some
provinces than others (Hinchy,
Governing Gender 18). Henceforth, as
we see, the hijras survived and
continued to have a presence in the
public space. The question to
examine, however, is, how much has
changed for them after independence.

After almost two centuries of rule, the
Somerset Light Infantry left India in
1948, taking with it supposedly the
last remnants of British India. Two
years later, India’s new Constitution
came into force, freeing its inhabitants
not only in principle but also in policy
from the evils of the past. India
became a sovereign democratic
republic, working for its citizens’
welfare. However, this did not
emancipate the souls of a community
which had been consistently
marginalised and oppressed for almost
a century. When the Constitution was
drafted, there were principles and
policies for the betterment of all
sections of society. The hijras,
however, were ignored. The CTA was
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repealed in 1949, but no active
measures were taken to redress this
community’s grievances. Hijras had
to wait till as late as 2014 to register
as a separate gender and be
categorised as socially and
economically backward, so that they
could receive the amenities provided
to minority communities. When a
third gender was recognised, hijras
gained legal recognition and identity.
However, legal reforms will continue
to be ineffective if they are not
accompanied by social change. The
attitude towards hijras has not
changed much, and neither has the
scope of their employment. In parts of
India where the concept of badhai
remains significant, they earn through
this medium (Mudgal). However, in
other parts of India, they often have to
engage in begging and sex work. The
problem is not in the nature of the
work, but the way the work has been
delegitimised and devalued. Workers
are either at the receiving end of
police brutality or viewed as helpless
victims, trafficked into the system.
Even as sex workers, they do not have
much power in their hands. Being at
the very bottom of the sex workers’
hierarchy, they have very little
bargaining power in terms of payment
and safe sex. They often cannot
demand the use of condoms or other
contraceptives to protect themselves
from Sexually Transmitted Diseases.
According to a 2010 UNDP Issue

Brief: ‘HIV prevalence among MSM
populations was 7.4% as against the
overall adult HIV prevalence of
0.36%. Until recently,
Hijras/transgender people were
included under the category of MSM
in HIV sentinel serosurveillance.
Recent studies among
hijras/transgender (TG) women have
indicated a very high HIV prevalence
(17.5% to 41%) among them’
(Chakrapani 4). Even the
classification of these communities
among MSM was discriminatory,
since it was ignorant of the special
needs different communities have.
The report also points out that owing
to their socio-economic status in the
society, they are deprived of resources
for sexual and mental health
(Chakrapani 4). Gender affirming
services are not only inaccessible due
to associated stigma but are expensive
as well and, therefore, out of reach for
a large number of people in the
community (Balakrishnan). They are
often targeted and violated by the
police. Police brutality and sexual,
physical, and verbal abuse of the
hijras remains widespread. The rape
laws in India do not protect hijras
since they define rape as being
committed by a man against a woman.
Since hijras do not always fit into the
latter category, it is difficult for them
to seek redressal through courts
(Mitra). Even when legal mechanisms
are brought in by the state for
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protecting the rights of these
communities, they often do more
harm than the intended good. For
instance, the Transgender Persons
(Protection of Rights) Bill 2019 was
introduced supposedly to benefit these
communities. However, members of
the community have consistently
protested against this bill, deeming it
as regressive. Under the provisions of
the Act, a transgender person would
need to obtain a certificate of identity
indicating their gender as
‘transgender’ from the District
Magistrate to receive the benefits the
law claims to provide. Additionally,
the District Magistrate will have the
authority to examine ‘correctness’ of
the medical certificate, which would
have been issued by a Medical
Superintendent or Chief Medical
Officer. This is an infringement of the
right to self-determination of gender
as male, female or transgender
without any external intervention, a
right affirmed by NALSA, and would
also make the community vulnerable
to intrusive inspection (Banerjie,
“Why India’s Transgender”).

The gender identity and expression of
hijras is often declared invalid, their
privacy intruded upon. Regressive laws
based on gender binaries exclude them
(Mitra). They are harassed, abused and
sexually violated. They are subjected to
police brutality, arbitrary arrests, and
custodial torture (Banerjie, “Discard
Regressive Laws”). These communities
are still viewed with suspicion and
contempt, and this is to an extent a
colonial heritage. Colonial perceptions
of hijras were dominated by conceptions
of them being barbarous, deviant, and
criminals. The critical question here
becomes why one’s gender identity,
which is very personal, becomes a
public discussion subject. Why is it that
we have not been able to move past the
need to create grids of identities and
force people into them based on what
one has recognised as norms and
tradition? These are important questions
but are yet to be answered.
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Living out of  Harmony:
Liminality and Asynchrony of  the

Seventeenth and Eighteenth-CenturyFop

Sadhika Verma

A popular presence in both classic and
contemporary storytelling, literary
jesters have existed as important
figures across cultures and their social
histories.1 Often referred to as
‘clowns’, these characters have
conventional roles in the arts: they
engage, for the most part, in nonsense,
to tickle the funny bones of their
audience, and some act as witty
observers or even characters
outwitting those in power. Some of the
prominent examples are the celebrated
Shakespearean fools. Europe’s
engagement with this literary trope
remains noteworthy, with the binary
opposition between rationality and
insanity gaining decisive significance
in artistic representations of the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.
While the European fools remain
‘bereft of sense’, as the rudimentary
understanding goes, their unique and
multifaceted perspective renders a
peculiar and hidden knowledge,
unattainable to the more ‘sane’ people
of a society, exposing their liminal and
ambiguous position with respect to
societal norms.2

In this article, I intend to study the
pervasive influence of one such
literary coxcomb of the Restoration
Age of England (1660-1700)3: the
foppish dandy or the fop. I will begin
by briefly outlining the maturation of
this infamous fashionable member of
the beau monde, amidst the shifting
economy of masculinity, paying
attention to works such as George
Etherege’s The Man of Mode, William
Congreve’s The Way of the World, and
John Vanbrugh’s The Relapse. Rooted
in pluralism, the fops’ liminal position
operates in an ambiguous, complex
playground of ideas; obscurities of
temperament keep their identities from
being socially bogged down. I attempt
to place the fop within this dynamic
rubric by highlighting his dubious
sexual position outside the societal
configurations of gender; a position
creating space for the articulation of
non-normative queer identities.
Finally, I wish to point out a
transgression that is more radical in
scope, detaching the coxcomb’s
queerness from sexual identity
altogether and laying focus, instead,
on a curious engagement with time
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that overturns heteronormative
structures.

Taking its name from the restoration
of the Stuart line to the English throne
in 1660, the Restoration Age is known
for its display of elegance, urbanity,
and wit, and for the licentiousness of
the life centered on the court. With the
return of King Charles II from the
court of Louis XIV of France, the
French values of the former filtered
into the English social life and literary
scene. To compensate for the dark
days of the strict Puritan regime, the
pervading mood, now, was of
exaggerated splendour. This was also
exhibited through poise in vocabulary
and mannerism, as well as intellect
and wit. This ethos of decadence came
to be translated into literary works,
revealed in the writings of Sir George
Etherege, William Wycherley, and
John Dryden. These authors together
gave rise to the distinctive Comedy of
Manners, the Restoration Comedy,
bringing about a nuanced portrayal of
the sexual intrigues of sophisticated
upper-class society. Inspired by the
dramas of French writer Molière —
who lay bare the vices of humankind
(greed, selfishness, jealousy,
hypocrisy) to incite laughter that, as
Brecht would have approved, was
critical and corrective in nature — the
English literary landscape began to be
permeated with cynicism in the face of
grandeur and artifice. This manifested
in the form of comic commentary. The

comic effect relied majorly on crisp
dialogue in the form of repartee and,
to a lesser degree, on the
transgressions of the would-be wits
and foppish dandies. It is this foppish
dandy — the embodiment of social
and intellectual satire — that I keep at
the centre of my study.

The Oxford English Dictionary
describes the fop as ‘one who is
foolishly attentive to and vain of his
appearance, dress or manners; a
dandy, an exquisite’ (qtd. in Anand
339; qtd. in Staves 414). Aspiring to a
higher social station, he puts on airs to
be assimilated into the gentlefolk and,
as a result, is reduced to the laughing
stock of society, especially of men.
One such character appears in
Molière’s Le Bourgeois Gentilhomme
— the poor, dim-witted Monsieur
Jordan, who blindly imitates the
fashion of the ‘people of quality’ in
his attempt to become one with the
social elites. Restoration Comedies,
with their preoccupation with the
manners and codes of behaviour of
‘polite society’, offer numerous
examples of social pretence and
hypocrisy through the recurrent figure
of the fop. He represents an aspiration
for elegance and wit, which is
overdone to the point of parody.

This growing consciousness of
panache oiling the doors of society,
coupled with the readily accepted
logic of commercialisation, paved the
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way for rapid materialism.4 Fine
fabrics were no longer reserved for the
nobility but could also be (and were
mostly) sumptuously displayed by
bedecked upstarts, such as the fops.
These fashionable excesses, overdone
manners, and aspirations for
sociability can very well be noted in
Etherege’s easy-to-fool Sir Fopling
Flutter from The Man of Mode, with
his elbow-length gloves and curled-up
periwig, walking about with his six
French footmen and attended by a
page. With this development,
however, a new complication arose.
The emerging reconfigurations of the
fashionable gentleman that trickled
down to the lower rungs of society
threatened to make men ‘more like
women’. The problem, now, was for
masculinity to navigate the dangers of
increased luxury while adhering to the
new norm of the genteel, yet still be
‘manly’.5 In Fashioning Masculinity,
Michèle Cohen explores the close
relationship of the French with
‘feminine values’, that, as Englishmen
came to believe in the final quarter of
the century, rendered it a culture more
effeminate than the English and
threatened the latter’s national
identity.

Untethered by the conventions of
polite society, in which masculinity
continued to reign supreme, the social
violations of the stock character of the
rake, with his libertine values and
sexual conquests, were not questioned.

Rather, they were celebrated, precisely
because they represented a
hypermasculinity (womanising,
vagabonding, brute masculine
dominance) that (re)asserted
individualistic, non-domestic
masculine ideals. Erin Mackie in
“Boys Will Be Boys: Masculinity,
Criminality, and the Restoration
Rake” writes, ‘The rake’s
transgression is… nostalgic… it
evokes a period when masculine
aristocratic will seemed to enjoy
greater customary license. As it does
so, outlaw rakish masculinity
articulates fissures between past and
present...’ (134).

Despite his devotion to society, the
fop is the one to bear the brunt of
societal backlash. His extravagant
performance of male prestige was not
viewed as conduct aligning with social
codes of behaviour, but as inevitably
slipping into the realm of the
feminine. Sally O’Driscoll in “The
Molly and the Fop” studies this notion
of effeminacy in the eighteenth
century. Effeminacy, she notes, was
not static during this period — it ‘is
stable in its designation of deviance,
yet mutable in the content of its
deviation’ (148). The brazen
affectations of the literary fool could
not escape the gendered typologies
that, unsurprisingly, relegated him to
the female domain.
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Susan Staves takes note of how ‘Sir
Fopling has affectations of both dress
and manner and, having recently
returned from France, a Frenchified
vocabulary with which to discuss
them. He appears adorned with pretty
new tassels, a new cut coat to make
him look slender and long-waisted,
shoes from Piccar, periwig from
Chedreux, and especially wonderful,
large, well-fringed gloves scented
with essence of orange’ (414). Mr.
Medley, a stand-in for the audience
and the playwright, describes his looks
as ‘more languishing than a lady’s
when she lolls at stretch in her coach’.
Garments and accessories do not
suffice to create a gentilhomme, so
Fopling has also studied the French
dances — courant, the bourrée, and
minuet — as well as the language,
referring to the ladies as belle
assemblée. Similar characteristics can
be observed in Vanbrugh’s Lord
Foppington, who does not rise sooner
than ten o’clock because ‘’tis the
worst thing on the world for
complexion’ to rise early; takes an
inordinate amount of time to dress;
and relishes being seen at fashionable
places such as the Park or the
chocolate house, where ‘you have the
prettiest prospect of the world; you
have looking glasses all round you’.
This desire for directing the structure
of ‘the gaze’ onto oneself — a
stratagem expected of ‘the weaker
sex’, the womenfolk, to attract

husbands — lays the foundation for
the fop’s ignominious decline, on the
grounds of being too transgressive.

In addition to dress and manners,
effeminacy could also mean a man
who loved women too much and spent
too much time adopting their pursuits.
For Katherine Moroney in A Study of
the Fop in Restoration Drama, the
quality of effeminacy in the social
world is ‘carried to its best in
Witwoud’ in The Way of the World. In
our introduction to the character, it is
discovered that ‘he has been given
membership in a women’s society,
known as their cabal nights, organized
to “meet by turns at one another’s
apartments, where they come together
like the coroner’s inquest, to sit upon
the murdered reputation of the week”’
(Moroney 34). Similar associations
with women and their tittle-tattle are
established in the character of
Etherege’s Sir Fopling Flutter, who
enjoys female company in the Park to
comment upon others’ appearance.
Despite being jilted by Mrs. Loveit,
the woman who leads him on
throughout the plot, Sir Fopling
remains nonchalant. ‘In classic fop
fashion,’ writes Moira E. Casey, while
quoting Sir Fopling Flutter, ‘he states
that an “intrigue” would only detract
from his dancing. For a fop such as he,
as well as for most fools, “no one
woman is worth the loss of a cut in a
caper”’. This points towards the dual
nature of the fop — an ‘effeminized
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man in a masculine sexual role’
(Casey 209). In this character’s case,
there is no out-and-out embodiment of
either of the established gender or
sexual roles or of the links between
these — which Judith Butler calls ‘the
unnatural conjunction of cultural
constructs in the service of
reproductive interests’ (524),
referencing Foucault’s explanation of
the ‘notion of “sex”’ in The History of
Sexuality as something that ‘made it
possible to group together, in an
artificial unity, anatomical elements,
biological functions, conducts,
sensations, and pleasures’ (154) —
that provide a governing framework to
one’s actions. A similar argument is
also echoed by Tulika Anand, who, in
“The Fops of the Restoration
Comedy”, notes, ‘the fop’s gender is a
construct consisting of a combination
of his clothes and actions, both of
which reflect femininity and
masculinity at the same time. Sir
Fopling has certain feminine
characteristics and identifies with the
women in the play while attempting to
impress the men, but at the same time
seeks admittance to the group of witty
males who pursue women’ (340).

The character’s ambiguity, then, came
to be viewed as an inevitable
movement towards the felonious
territory of the (homo) sexual reserved
for the sodomite6 — a subhuman,
brutish beast of the eighteenth
century.7 As Randolph Trumbach

writes in “The Birth of the Queen”,
‘After 1720 the fop’s effeminacy, in
real life and on the stage, came to be
identified with the effeminacy of the
then emerging role of the exclusive
adult sodomite – known in the
ordinary language of his day as a
molly, and later as a queen… By 1749
it could be said that when males
kissed each other in greeting, it was
the “first inlet to the detestable sin of
sodomy”’ the most ‘hateful,
predominant and pernicious’ act of all
customs of society (134). Sir Fopling
exemplifies this extravagance of
manners, taking up the fashionable
behaviour of embracing and kissing
his male acquaintances. On his
entrance in Act 3 Scene 2, he all but
ignores Emilia, showing more
deference to the play’s rake,
Dorimant, which emasculates him.
Lady Townley even reproaches him:
‘Wit, I perceive, has more power over
you than beauty, Sir Fopling, else you
would not have let this lady stand so
long neglected.’ George Haggerty in
Men in Love proposes that the fop’s
‘monstrosity’ did not only appear in
the realm of the comical, but had
larger moral connotations. The
‘crimes’ of men such as him were
penalised by death. Their sodomitical
assault was The Worst of Crimes,
Netta Murray Goldsmith reminds us in
her book recording the reactions to
sodomy as well as the perverted
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notions of masculinity that guided the
judicial order.

It is, however, important to bear in
mind that there is no necessary
connection between foppery and male
homosexuality. At the heart of this
argument is the attempt to study the
upturning of the existing social order
by the fool’s intersectional model of
liminality,8 espousing a practice of
pluralities. The fops’ queerness lies
not in their necessary sexual
transgression but in an unconfined
existence that makes tenable the
nuances of queer identities. By the
same token, they are also viewed as
asexual — an idea raised by Susan
Staves in “A Few Kind Words for the
Fop” — sexually confused
gender-misfits occupying a marginal
position in the sexual world as their
risqué rhetoric rarely translates into
active involvement.

In her famous essay, “Performative
Acts and Gender Constitution”, Judith
Butler writes, ‘gender is in no way a
stable identity or a locus of agency
from which various acts proceed;
rather, it is an identity tenuously
constituted in time — an identity
instituted through a stylized repetition
of acts’ (519). As has already been
noted, the fop does not proceed along
the societal markers of existence.
Unlike the rake, whose liberal sexual
transgression is contained within the
masculine ideals, the defiance of the

fop exists outside the building blocks
of society; the underlying spatial,
temporal, and cultural constructs take
on a more radical form. Judith
Halberstam, in “Queer Temporalities
and Postmodern Geographies”,
expands on this idea: ‘Queer uses of
time and space develop, at least in
part, in opposition to the institutions
of family, heterosexuality and
reproduction’. Such ‘willfully
eccentric modes of being’ and
subcultural practices open up the
possibility of a life unscripted by
conventions, ‘allowing their
participants to believe that their
futures can be imagined according to
the logics that lie outside of those
paradigmatic markers of life
experience’ (1-2). Emma Katherine
Atwood in “Fashionably Late” refers
to this queer engagement with time as
the fop’s ‘fashionable lateness’ (86),
as he takes his own sweet time, living
at his own pace. While the rake’s
romantic ventures in The Man of
Mode depend on his precision of clock
time to meet Harriet at the ball, Lord
Foppington in The Relapse dresses
over the course of 150 lines. Turning
away from his familial obligations to
his tailor, life, for him, is a ‘perpetual
stream of pleasure’, opening up to an
expansive now. This queer cultural
logic leads to what Lee Edelman, in a
different context,9 describes as a
‘radical rupturing of the social fabric’,
tending precisely towards a
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‘redefinition of civil order itself’
through a breakaway from ‘our
foundational faith in the reproduction
of futurity’ (22-23). Although the
fop’s fashionably late entrance
excludes him from a ‘happy ending’, a
marriage to Hoyden, he hardly seems
to mind. ‘Marriage — though often a
fate of later eighteenth-century fops
— is antithetical to the fop’s temporal
philosophy because marriage always
ends the comedy, and the fop never
wants the fun to end’, writes Atwood.
Linear time, therefore, does not exist
for the fashionably late fop (100).

Through their radical defiance of
temporal frames, the fops’ drift out of
the mainstream order challenges the

value of obligatory normative social
participation. In the process, they
reveal the arbitrariness of the cultural
edifice, facilitate alternative
discourses of time and space, and
accord space in literary history to an
evolving continuum of gender and
sexual identities. The endearing
appeal of this fool is unquestionable,
we continue to laugh at fops in
comedy; but it must not be forgotten
that they were the ‘early champions of
new values’ (428), as Susan Staves
puts it.

Notes

1. Examples include Sir Dagonet (or Daguenet) in the the 13th-century
Lancelot-Grail of the Arthurian legend; Wamba in Walter Scott's Ivanhoe
(1819); court jester Rigoletto in the 1851 Italian opera, Rigoletto, by Giuseppe
Verdi, based on Victor Hugo’s French play Le roi s’amuse (1832); the plays of
Italy’s self-proclaimed ‘giullare’ or jester, Noble laureate Dario Luigi Angelo
Fo; the ‘schlemiel’ in Jewish folklore and Yiddish literature, as in Isaac
Bashevis Singer’s Shlemiel the First (1974).

2. ‘Liminal’ is used to place the fop outside entrenched social
categories. The engagement with and representation of this trope has historically
been very fluid — from court jesters to the wise fool, to the representations in
the classic 20th-century vaudeville, Chaplinesque comedy. In the apparently
dichotomised world that these characters inhabited (here, of the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries), their socially awkward (for their time), in-between
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existence made them stand out and cut through normative structures. The use of
the term ‘liminal’ is intended to connote an existence that can be viewed as
intersectional, but not fully pinned down at the time. It is also not intended to
naturalise binaries, but to point out the carving of a nuanced identity.

3. This time frame is based on the definitions in M.H Abrams’ A
Glossary of Literary Terms 7th edition (2005), and J.A Cuddon's Dictionary of
Literary Terms & Literary Theory (Penguin edition 2014). Cuddon includes in
Restoration Comedy works such as Farquhar’s The Recruiting Officer (1706)
and The Beaux’ Stratagem (1707), which ‘were somewhat less mannered and
artificial than their predecessors’ (603).

4. ‘Turning its back on the “grim” era of Puritan rule, England entered a
lively period in which the glittering Stuart court of Charles II set the tone for
upper-class social and political life… As a result, the lords and ladies of his
court dressed in silks and lace, elaborate wigs and sparkling jewels… Like
Louis XIV, Charles was a patron of the arts and sciences, appointing John
Dryden England's first official poet laureate and chartering the scientific
organization known as the Royal Society’ (563) - “Historical Context” in The
Restoration and the 18th Century, 1660-1798
<https://www.scuc.txed.net/site/handlers/filedownload.ashx?moduleinstanceid=
53129&dataid=96300&FileName=Restoration%20Period%20Textbook.pdf>
The tone of the era was also set by the scientific revelations in Sir Isaac
Newton’s Mathematical Principles of Natural Philosophy (1687); by ideas of
liberty and reason in John Locke’s political philosophy in Two Treatises of
Government (1689); as well as by the sumptuous way of life during the
‘Enlightenment Age’, which prompted the establishment of townhouses,
coffeehouses, salons and England’s mercantile empire.

5. The traditional cultural representation of masculine identities in terms
of ‘manliness’, synonymous with strength and vigour; Joanne Begiato, in her
paper “Between Poise and Power: Embodied Manliness in Eighteenth and
Nineteenth-Century British Culture” (Transactions of the Royal Historical
Society 26.12 (2016): 125-147), notes, ‘men needed to be cautious that softness
of manner did not become softness of body. In 1783, a newspaper defined
effeminacy in men as “the absence or debilitation of masculine strength and
vigour, or the happy metamorphosis of the gentleman turned lady; that is,
female softness in the male discovered by outward signs and tokens, in feminine
expressions, accent, voice, gesture, dress, and deportment”’ (132); Kristina
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Straub in Sexual Suspects: Eighteenth-Century Players and Sexual Ideology
(Princeton University Press, 1992) points to the ‘just-emerging
eighteenth-century definition of masculinity as exclusionary of “deviate”
sexualities and gender characteristics… As Michael Rey reports of sodomy in
eighteenth-century Paris, “It was much more difficult to accept being
sodomized” than to assume the role of sodomizer… the male who is cast in the
role of woman disturbs the illusion of a stable and natural dominant — that is,
dominating — masculinity’ (70).

6. Though conspicuous homosexual desires are accommodated in the
purview of the research, the intention was to stray away from any clear-cut
categorisation or labeling, and keep the space for liminal expression open. Lisa
L Moore in “Review of Men in Love: Masculinity and Sexuality in the
Eighteenth Century. George E. Haggerty” (Modern Philology 99.1 (2001):
121-124) notes, ‘One of Haggerty's main points is the Foucauldian idea (now an
axiom in gay and lesbian studies) that the categories “homosexual” and
“heterosexual” describe recent and specific identities that cannot be
transhistorically projected onto the sexual practices of the past. As Haggerty
puts it, “Late twentieth-century assumptions about ‘sexuality’ — that it defines
an individual, that it can or should be hidden, that its repression breeds anger,
that it creates a subculture — hinder the clarity of many attempts to talk about
eighteenth-century figures and their emotions and desires”’ (123).

7. See Isaac Land, “Eighteenth-Century Masculinity” (The Journal of
British Studies 39.4 (2000): 518-526): ‘Both pirates and sodomites were
compared to apes and brutish beasts; their crimes against society made them
appear less than human, and the penalty in both cases was death’ (521).

8. By intersectional, I refer to the nuanced delineation of the fop
character, who, on the spectrum of sexual and gendered identities, cannot easily
be located.

9. In “The Future Is Kid Stuff: Queer Theory, Disidentification, and the
Death Drive”, Edelman disrupts the conservative societal telos and its ‘coercive
faith’ in political futurity that is realised through the ‘pervasive trope’ (19) of
the Child, to articulate the embracing of political negativity through the
embodying of the ‘queer oppositional politics’ (22) that is not conducive to the
traditional model. This opens up space for a radically new ethic, for configuring
a society accommodative of non-conventional identities. He writes, ‘For the
only queerness that queer sexualities could ever hope to claim would spring
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from their determined opposition to this underlying structure of the political —
their opposition, that is, to the fantasmatic ambition of achieving symbolic
closures through the marriage of identity to futurity in order to reproduce the
social subject’ (22).
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Further details for images:

Fig 1. “The Rape of Ganymede by Jupiter in the guise of an eagle carrying him
into the heavens, his dog barking below” (Engraving). By Nicolas Beatrizet,
after Michelangelo Buonarroti. 1542. From The Metropolitan Museum of Art,
New York. www.metmuseum.org. The Elisha Whittelsey Collection, The Elisha
Whittelsey Fund, 1950. Licensed under CC0.

‘Between 1532 and 1533 Michelangelo created a number of highly finished
mythological drawings for the young nobleman Tommaso de’ Cavalieri as
tokens of his friendship... Representing Zeus in the form of an eagle abducting
the beautiful shepherd, Michelangelo’s Rape of Ganymede was copied by
engravers. Silvia Bianchi considers this plate to be by Nicolas Beatrizet and
thinks it is the original version…’(The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.
www.metmuseum.org)

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/679192

Fig 2. “Sappho embracing Love” (Stipple engraving and etching printed in red).
By John Mannin, after Giovanni Battista Cipriani. Published by William Allen.
1786–91. From The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.
www.metmuseum.org. Gertrude and Thomas Jefferson Mumford Collection,
Gift of Dorothy Quick Mayer, 1942. Licensed under CC0.

‘Sappho embracing Love
She gives up all her soul to Love’s alarms

And the sly Tyrant triumphs in her charms.’

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/813293?searchField=All&am
p;showOnly=openAccess&amp;ft=Sappho&amp;offset=0&amp;rpp=20&amp;p
os=12
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Fig 3. Unknown Author via Wikimedia Commons.

[While we have been unable to trace the provenance of the image, ‘the work is
in the public domain in its country of origin and other countries and areas where
the copyright term is the author’s life plus 100 years or fewer’.]

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Hijra_Indian_entertainers_(c._1865).j
pg

Fig 4. “The Turf Macaroni” (Etching). Published by Matthew and Mary Darly.
London 1771. From The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New
York.www.metmuseum.org. The Elisha Whittelsey Collection, The Elisha
Whittelsey Fund, 2011. Licensed under CC0.
Sitter: Augustus Henry Fitzroy, 3rd Duke of Grafton (British, 1735-1811)

‘This image comes from a set of twenty-four caricatures that Matthew and Mary
Darly published in 1771... Many of these works mocked the fashionable
manners of contemporary London dandies called "macaronis", and the Darly's
wares soon became known as macaroni prints no matter what their
subjects...The print caricatures the 3rd Duke of Grafton who, in addition to
serving as Primeminister was an avid follower of horse-racing.’ (The
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York. www.metmuseum.org)

https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/395521?searchField=All&am
p;sortBy=Relevance&amp;showOnly=openAccess&amp;ft=dandy&amp;offset
=20&amp;rpp=20&amp;pos=40

Fig 5. Associated Press, Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons

[While we have been unable to trace the provenance of the image, ‘This work is
in the public domain because it was published in the United States between
1926 and 1963 and although there may or may not have been a copyright notice,
the copyright was not renewed’.]

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Drag_queen_arrested_in_a_bar_raid_
1962.png
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...I never got a chance to tell you how

much I appreciated you, your

insights, and your kindness. I feel

privileged to have gotten to know you

and interact with you. I will always

miss you for the kind, wonderful

human that you were and for the

ideals and beliefs that you stood for,

and I will remember you for resisting

oppression, for taking a stance against

injustice and for never compromising

or surrendering your beliefs...



'You can shed tears that she is gone, 
Or you can smile because she has lived.'

He was kind to me even when we were
strangers. I only wonder how much love
and care I would've received had I been

his friend. Satyam's essence will stay
with me forever.

 
With love,

For Satyam.

...You’ve come to occupy a special
place with us, and I hope to carry a
flame of the torch you lit in the hopes
that your memory will help fuel the
vision you’d set for yourself and the
world. 
With love, 
Yastika.

From Friends
and 

Teammates 
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