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for:

everyone who

has existed unbound

dared to be themselves

in postcoloniality ~

& loved against the tide

& spoken their truths. also,

for those who quietly survived:

kept their sexuality hidden:

smothered their desires within.

felt livid longing for dignity

for understanding for equality.

this is for those who

cried themselves to sleep

dreaming; (re)imagining

futures and spaces and realities

this is for you & this is for me.
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Author’s Note

The personal is political, isn’t it? So let us start with my story. On why I’m interested in this subject matter at all. As a dysphoric teenager growing up in India, my queerness was not necessarily welcomed in the mid-2000’s. When I fell madly in love with a girl at sixteen, everything blew up. I was scorned at, marked as a ‘sexual deviant’, and pathologised. Plus, there was the law. Everyone cited Section 377.1 I was told I was a criminal for being in love. It was traumatic.

On the other hand, even as society forbid my transgressive desires, I found traces of queer love and shifting sexualities everywhere. Indian mythology teemed with shapeshifting divinities. Subcontinental philosophies discoursed on transcending gender. Why, even the aunty next door said that it wasn’t uncommon for girls to fall in love with girls. ‘It’ll pass,’ she consoled my mother, ‘it’s just a phase most Indian girls go through.’ What?2 None of it made sense to me at the time, because I didn’t know back then that ‘postcolonial amnesia’3 was a thing. Yet, I started noting down the queer temporalities4 that I found in texts, oral anecdotes, in popular art and culture—to make sense of myself to myself. And I further contextualised my existential angst through transnational queer terminologies. Over the years, I’ve called myself a lesbian, a bisexual womxn, at times I’ve considered myself asexual, fluid, sapphic, gay—until I settled for queer. Let’s just say I’m ambiguous.

It was only later, when I methodically started researching queer South Asian pasts as an academic, diving deep into the colonial archives, that I (re)discovered how the British Empire deliberately erased the subcontinent’s sexual fluidities. As you can imagine, I was in a rage. If Section 377 hadn’t existed, I would’ve been spared so much heartache. Alas. We cannot change the past, but we can definitely manifest a finer future. So, I dug hard(er).

This book is the result of five years of mining the colonial archives. The culmination of relentlessly chugging coffee and noting down every instance I could find of how the British Empire erased South Asia’s queer subcultures. Also, I must add here that I come from a family of Indian bureaucrats, for whom precedence is everything. Paperwork matters5. Thus, this book also serves as evidence for my folks, to show that I’m actually not that weird. See the paper trail? Sexual fluidity is not a foreign fad. The British Empire imposed its Victorian ideas of ‘sexual deviance’ onto its Indian subjects. We were relatively queer to start with. It’s time to decolonise things.

Now, about the British. I know the subtitle of this book reads How the British Stole India’s Queer Pasts and Queer Futures—which the British Empire did, alongside looting subcontinental art and culture, draining $45 trillion from the Indian economy between 1757 and 1947—but I want to emphasise upon the fact that this book holds no animosity towards contemporaneous Brits. Think of this text as a cog in the wheel of truth and reconciliation.

I must also confess that I’m something of an Anglophile myself. As much as I loathe English binaries, I simultaneously cherish the language’s functionality and its literary aesthetic. Born and bred in Madras6, a typical postcolonial city with edifices built by the British (architectural, linguistic, and cultural), I grew up with English literature. Later when I moved to the UK to study creative writing, I sort of felt like I’d gone home. It’s ironic, isn’t it, that I was funded by a university in the UK to conduct the research that led to writing this book? I owe much to my British mentors, friends, and colleagues who have supported me in this important endeavour.

And finally, here’s the most curious fact of them all. Whilst I researched how the British stole India’s queer pasts, I fell madly in love with her—proudly Scottish, dazzling, properly foreign to me. Life came full circle. Reparations took on a whole new connotation in my mindscape. Boy did she remind me that time and space are immaterial for surreal gay lovers. Time evaporates. Space bends. Desire defies all odds, doesn’t it? The phenomenology7 of my own queerness never ceases to amaze me. It cuts across the lines of race, class, caste, and gender.8

At the end of the day, the one thing I know to be true is that #loveisloveislove.

Nota Bene: Throughout the length of this book, I use ‘womxn’ instead of woman/women to emphasise that the ‘category of woman’ has always been diverse and fluid—at times feminine, masculine, androgynous, neuter, and beautifully transient. Likewise, I use ‘mxn’ instead of men, unless I’m referring to hypermasculine MEN who desperately want to be ‘men’. Further, when I use (wo)mxn, I’m referring to all those who queer the lines of gender irrespective of sex.

Notes

1 Section 377 of the Indian Penal Code (IPC) was a colonial era law that criminalised ‘carnal intercourse against the order of nature’ (1861)—which effectively forbid homosexuality. Independent India adopted the IPC in postcoloniality, including Section 377. Queer advocates and activists consistently challenged this coding since the 90’s. In the mid 2000’s, when I was a teenager, Section 377 was still in full force. It was only in 2018 that the Supreme Court of India declared Section 377 unconstitutional. Good riddance.

2 Notwithstanding the possibility that the aunty next door herself may have gone through ‘the phase’, if it was so common, why was it ‘sexually deviant’ to love someone of the same sex in the first place?

3 Sociologist Saskia Eleonora Wieringa argues that colonial and postcolonial sexual moral panics led to the erasure of ‘memories of certain sexual practices, cultures, or norms, specifically related to women’s sexual agency and same-sex practices’.

For citation, refer: Wieringa, S. E. (2009). ‘Postcolonial Amnesia: Sexual Moral Panics, Memory, and Imperial Power’. In G. Herdt, Moral Panics, Sex Panics: Fear and the Fight over Sexual Rights (pp. 205-233). New York: New York University Press.
4 The most fascinating thing about queerness is that it permeates time—you can feel the queer desire coded into an ancient painting or a medieval poem even in the 21st century. Temporality is timelessness. Queer temporality is a new understanding of time—one where the past, present, and the future intermingle. It undermines the linearity of heteronormative thinking. Time is complex after all, isn’t it?

5 The Indian Civil Service was originally known as the Imperial Civil Service. Independent India inherited the British Empire’s administrative framework. In my family, it’s sort of like a rite of passage to write the civil service exams to prove one’s worth in the world. I wrote it twice (and failed). Mostly, it’s because I hyper-focussed on history, with a particular eye on the colonial moment. I couldn’t be bothered about all the yojanas. But prepping for those exams did teach me how to build a critical argument. Anyway, my tie to the colonial edifice extends generations. And its impact on my life is enduringly real.

6 Now baptised Chennai. Will you judge me if I say I prefer Madras to Chennai?

7 Phenomenology may be defined as a philosophy of experience. It’s about how you subjectively perceive, judge, interpret, and make sense of the world, and yourself.

8 I have written a lot of poetry on the queerness of desire. If you’d like to read one, see ‘unreal love/r(s)’ in New Writing Scotland 42, published in 2024.


Introduction

Gender and sexual politics are rife in 21st century India, and rightfully so. Much like the rest of the world, the country is reeling from the aftereffects of the #MeToo movement, whilst dealing with the (global) ‘crisis of masculinity’1 and undoing rape culture. As Indian (wo)mxn take up more space in the public domain across ideological divides, resisting sexism and smashing the patriarchy in their everyday lives, gender lines are being redrawn. Sexual fluidity is being discussed across the spectrum. Queer folks are boldly speaking their truths and fighting for equal rights. We’d be tempted to think that (old-fashioned, traditional, conservative) India is on the cusp of proper modernity. 

But here’s a fascinating proposition. What if I told you that before the British colonised the subcontinent, the country was largely protofeminist and queer? In fact, India was not a space of sexual rigidity but a transgressive and shifting space where people from across the socio-economic spectrum explored and expressed their gender and sexuality in myriad ways. As postcolonial subjects, we have been indoctrinated to think of the past as necessarily regressive vis-à-vis the present. However, sometimes, the past can be more progressive than the present. This was true for sexual freedom in India. Of course, this is not to say India was some ‘Rousseauian paradise of sexual freedom’2 in ancient or medieval times. The evil of discrimination based on caste, class, religion, gender, sex, race, ability, ad infinitum, has plagued Indian society for thousands of years. However, there’s always more than one side to any story. In spite of restrictive social, political, and religious codes, Indian (wo)mxn and queer folks have consistently resisted the patriarchy and carved out spaces for themselves to exist, thrive, and preside over. Many of these spaces were ruined in coloniality.

I didn’t always know this, as I mentioned in the ‘Author’s Note’. Growing up as a queer teenager in India, I thought of ‘sex and desire as discourses of modernity’3. I looked for feminist inspiration from the West, because I was taught that historically all ‘third-world’4 womxn were oppressed. Even today, as a brown womxn living in the West, I’m often looked upon as a victim just because of the colour of my skin and my sex. This is because South Asian womxn, both historical and contemporary, have been stereotyped as sexually repressed sufferers of the patriarchy. I wrote Smashing the Patriarchy to dispel such outmoded notions and highlight contemporary Indian womxn’s inherent feminist sass. What intrigued me even as I wrote the book, was that a lot of womxn I interviewed seemed to take inspiration from ‘native’ protofeminisms in their fight against the patriarchy. This got me thinking, and I started to dig out more such stories from the ancient and medieval past. Often, these protofeminist pasts were also quintessentially queer. One thing led to another, and I became somewhat obsessed with India’s long protofeminist and queer history.

Forbidden Desire briefly delves into these longue durée histories, but the focus of this book is on the colonial moment—when ideas of gender and sexuality shifted in India. It considers how the British outright criminalised all expressions of sexuality that didn’t fit into Victorian gender binaries. The book asks why the idea of ‘Indian-woman-as-victim’ has become entrenched in our collective imagination. It highlights how the British Empire deliberately erased India’s protofeminist queer subcultures with illustrious examples. It traces the restrictive socio-political and medico-legal codes that colonial authorities imposed on its subjects, draws attention to how the Empire outlawed transwomxn and pushed them to the margins of society, and considers how the male-led nascent Indian nationalist movement deprived (wo)mxn of their agency through (re)form. Ultimately, this book decolonises and disproves purist myths of gender and sexuality generated in the colonial past.

Drawing from a wide range of disciplines including feminist historiography, anthropology, histories of sexuality, South Asian queer theory, decolonial and subaltern studies, the history of medicine, legislative history, and informed by my own primary archival research, Forbidden Desire aims to undo the deleterious effects of British colonialism. It invites its readers to cure themselves of ‘postcolonial amnesia’ and recognise South Asia’s protofeminist and queer pasts. And as a call to action: create queer feminist future(s).

Decolonising 101 

In a land like India, where ancient and medieval mores continue to influence contemporary culture, for better or for worse, the remnants of colonialism are ubiquitous. As the international status quo shifts, the Global South is transitioning from postcoloniality to decoloniality in the present moment, not only in theory but also in praxis. So, it becomes necessary to define what it means to decolonise. Obviously, it’s a complicated phenomenon that does not lend itself to an easy definition. But let me assure you at the get go, that it is not about bringing back golden pasts. It’s not about whitewashing South Asian history. Or dismissing British culture in its entirety as the Devil. Decolonising calls for a nuanced look into the past, to understand how colonialism reframed Indian culture. We study how that shift continues to impact the present, and consciously manifest equitable futures that counter the ‘coloniality of power’5.

Again, let me emphasise: Decoloniality is not about culling out the influence of a particular culture from our collective memory. Like it or not, the British are now part and parcel of Indian history. We are all postcolonial subjects on the cusp of decoloniality. Try as we may, we cannot simply shift the clock back to precolonial times. Of course, some ideologues may claim that they can erase colonialism altogether by renaming roads and cities, forcing folks to stop using English for official communications, digging deep(er) to unearth remnants of the precolonial past, not only bypassing the British Raj, but also undoing the previous thousand years of Islamic influence, to go back to some pristine Hindu past. Not only is that a laughable proposition, but it is also historically inaccurate to neatly box time periods as Islamic or Hindu. Ironically, South Asians didn’t really think that way until British historians categorised it as such. But that’s outside the scope of this book.

When you’re reading Forbidden Desire, I’d request that you think of decoloniality as a liberatory praxis, where ‘decolonisation of the cognitive process’6 is central to undoing the effects of colonial modernity. By this I mean—teaching yourself not to look at all things Indian as necessarily regressive. The British Empire spent an elaborate amount of time convincing the ‘natives’ of its colonies that their cultures were primitive and unsophisticated. Now, one can’t blame the British for critiquing caste. I mean, thank goodness they did. Nor can one dismiss the genuine concerns the colonial administration raised with regards to violent cultural practises that targeted womxn. But it’s not like the British were the first people ever to raise such a consciousness in South Asia.

Subaltern(ised) castes have resisted the powers that be all through history. I say subaltern(ised) instead of subaltern to highlight the fact that these folks aren’t ‘subaltern’ or ‘lower’ than others by nature or as a matter of course—but that they have been ‘subaltern(ised)’ by hegemonic forces at various points in history. Nobody is born inherently marginalised, they are pushed to the margins by the aggrandising centre. It’s crucial to remember that undoing hierarchies of power requires us to shift how we think. Bring the margins to the centre. Because really, there is no centre, just space. We are all equal to start with. Over centuries, subaltern(ised) folks have fought social, political, and intellectual battles to shift the status quo on the subcontinent. They have repeatedly democratised discourse.

Womxn have fought against all odds to survive and thrive in highly patriarchal societies in ancient, medieval, and early modern India. I will need to write a whole other book to document Indian protofeminisms, but trust me when I say that ‘native’ womxn were philosophers and chieftains in antiquity. Badass saint poetesses from across the socio-economic spectrum wrote erotic verse in medievality. Intrepid warrior queens guarded their people in early modernity. Enterprising courtesans did charity. Brilliant Bahujan womxn built businesses. Commanding Dalit leaders led armies. And visionary Adivasi womxn raised sustainable communities. India has always been a land of (fe)male defiance. On the other hand, bold transwomxn created safe spaces for queer folks, womxn, and children all through time. They were reputed performers, courtiers, mothers, and citizens. Of course, this is not to say that South Asian patriarchies were super chill about gender fluidity. These (wo)mxn did such things despite all the misogyny and sexist oppression ingrained in the ‘native’ psyche.

However, since the British were opposed to gender fluidity, they were only interested in liberating Indian females who were normatively hyperfeminine, oppressed, and subjugated. In fact, colonial authorities branded all ‘native’ womxn who defied heteropatriarchal norms as ‘prostitutes’. Isn’t it interesting that traditionally, subaltern(ised) womxn ‘enjoyed relatively more freedom of movement and a better status in the family, as they were beyond the pale of strict brahmanical patriarchy’7? Since the British took their counsel from Brahmin pundits, all these womxn who for centuries had resisted Brahmanical patriarchy were categorised as transgressive womxn. Transwomxn, of course, were criminalised altogether.

In upcoming chapters you’ll see that in heterodoxic early modern India, protofeminist and queer subcultures were common across all strata of society. Only the most puritanical Brahminic, Shramanic, and Islamic patriarchies forbade such sexual agencies. But then not everyone subscribed to those orders in the first place. Just like today, people were atheistic, agnostic, subversive, and secular even back then. Colonial authorities, in any case, were so keen to (re)categorise everyone based on their religion and caste identity that they effectively erased all sorts of unorthodox individualities. As several historians have pointed out, the British only served to solidify caste and religious lines in coloniality. By doing so, they reinforced discriminatory categories, even in places where people had managed to subvert hegemonic hierarchies.

When we talk about decolonising, it is pertinent to remember that such an enterprise must also entail debrahmanising. In my mind, to decolonise, you must inherently be anti-caste. The Orientalist British Empire empowered Brahmanical patriarchy to a great extent by overemphasising the importance of casteist gender hierarchies—that it inadvertently fed into the Aryan purity myth. It isn’t a stretch to say that the colonial State acted as ‘Neo-Manu’. As you will see through the length of this book, often (wo)mxn’s sexual agency and queer fluidities were crucial axes along which they could break out of limiting identities. But the British forbade (wo)mxn such freedoms because puritanical ‘natives’ themselves called out such rebels as ‘prostitutes’ and ‘eunuchs’.

In this book, you’ll see how the spate of laws the British Empire passed to control social practises relating to sexuality and sexual labour in its colonies continue to affect (wo)mxn’s lives even in the 21st century. Section 377 of the Indian Penal Code (IPC) of 1861 criminalised sexual acts ‘against the order of nature’—a colonial coding that persists in the mainstream imagination. The IPC also contained vaguely worded laws that gave the colonial State discretionary power to regulate the behaviour of marginalised womxn and sexual minorities in public, effectively constraining their mobility and agency. It banned and vilified interclass/intercaste adoptive practices among courtesans and other performing arts communities. The Indian Contagious Diseases Act (1864-68) led to the setting-up of lock hospitals across India to confine and survey the bodies of sex-workers and suspected sex-workers. Under Part II of the 1871 Criminal Tribes Act (CTA), the administration dispossessed transwomxn of their human rights and livelihoods. In 1872, the Government of India sent out a survey to properly categorise the term ‘prostitute’. To the question who a ‘prostitute’ was, ‘local colonial administrators answered that all Indian women were potential prostitutes’8. They were considered ‘morally dubious, unhygienic and carrier[s] of Venereal diseases’9. Colonial laws led to the surveillance, arrest, punishment, and confinement of a multitude of Indian (wo)mxn who transgressed racialised ideas of heteronormative behaviour.

Why the Past and the Future Are Connected

I’m not about to embark on a lecture in quantum physics, but time and space are intertwined in theory. These concepts are not fixed but considered emergent. The idea that ‘modernity’ began at a particular moment in time and space—17th-century Europe—is not some meta truth. Really, it’s a Eurocentric, white, Western myth. Any historian ‘of colour’ will tell you how Asian, African, Latin American, and indigenous North American cultures were way more modern in several matters before colonialism. Some of these civilisations built urban architectural marvels in the antiquated past that even 21st century humans cannot easily replicate or explain. They studied the stars and the cycles of the earth much like contemporary astronomers. The Middle East was where science liberally developed in medievality. Take note, these civilisations also had highly advanced social practices. Their cultures welcomed and assimilated foreigners with grace in a manner that the West can never quite fathom. Races of people have always intermingled in these spaces. Time is linear, sure, but the idea that we humans, right now in the present moment, are the most modern that ever lived, is an illusory notion. This belief has been hammered into our brains thanks to white imperialism. In fact, modernity in itself is a transient phenomenon. Even German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche critiqued 19th-century modernity, arguing that it ‘affirms man as mediocre and degenerate, plebian, vulgar… The modern ideas are of English origin, and Englishmen “are no philosophical race”; rather, they are utilitarians’10.

In a deeply philosophical land like India, where everything can be dismissed as maya, and social justice consigned to the dungeons of cynicism, British utilitarianism had some uses. Indian stretchable time became Indian standard time in coloniality. A new civic consciousness was instilled in the minds of Britain’s ‘native’ subjects through various interventions. The colonial administration invested in public health and transport. Their most significant contribution, I’d say, is that they propagated the importance of education for all on the subcontinent—a highly progressive development in casteist/classist India where formal education had been a preserve of the privileged for generations.

But then, the British were themselves feudal and their goal in educating the masses was to get them to labour for the Crown. Whilst some of their colonial schemes may have contributed to egalitarianism, if you take the time to read documents that British officers wrote at the time, you’d see that actually, they weren’t as egalitarian in their worldviews. For one thing, they spoke of marginalised folks in the most derogatory manner. See what the Director of Public Instruction for Bombay, E I Howard said in 1856-57:


Low-caste boys as a general rule are dirty and offensive in their persons. It would evidently not be fair to other children to compel them to receive such a fellow-pupil by their side. It would be like intruding a chimney-sweep or crossing-sweeper upon a class of clean well-dressed boys in an English national school’11.



The British sublimated casteism with racism and classism, reifying prejudices and relaying discrimination. After all, they largely took counsel from Brahmins pundits and Islamic maulvis to inform their administrative policies. It isn’t surprising that Anglicist H T Prinsep refused to let students of the Calcutta Madrassa be instructed in English on account of them being ‘a very inferior class of scholars, particularly sons of domestic servants’12.

Britons weren’t exactly super egalitarian. What’s of significance to this book, in any case, is British prudishness. 19th-century Indian society was scandalous to their Victorian eyes. There was polyamory, same-sex desire, gender fluidity, all sorts of things we imagine as ‘modern’. Mainstream Indian society was pretty cool about this stuff. In fact, the only folks who sympathised with British puritanism (heralded by Christian missionaries) were Brahmin pundits and Islamic maulvis. No surprise then that all the fundamentalist types banded together with the colonial administration to purify Indian society. The Empire’s moral sexual panics combined powers with radical religious rhetoric to erase the subcontinent’s queer and protofeminist subcultures. The priggish notions of sexual propriety, social morality, and gender norms that were (re)generated at this time still inform Indian ethos. So, the past is always-already directly connected to the present. And the present is always-already deciding the future. Do you see how important it is then to look at the past with clear eyes and undo the fuzziness of the present, so we can manifest queer feminist futures?

Even today, conversations ‘relating to intimate relationships and sex can evoke peculiarly defensive responses. Indeed, conflicts over sex often spill over into societal-level politics in “moral panics”’13. In India, queer folks are pathologised and branded as ‘sexual deviants’. They are shamed, humiliated, and sometimes sent away on exile for just being themselves. Sex-work is seen as immoral. Gender fluidity is frowned upon. All this is a direct result of colonialism. The British Empire is especially culpable for pathologising ‘sexual deviance’, criminalising sex-work, and marginalising transwomxn. The UK these days is not the most modern place in the world, but it has definitely moved on from most Victorian mores. However, some of its OG puritanical spirit has stuck on. Just see how transphobic the UK is in general. They still go on witch-hunts. On the other hand, even though India is afflicted by ‘postcolonial amnesia’, it is one of the leading nations in the world when it comes to trans healthcare. This is because South Asia possesses queer decolonial knowledges of gender fluid pasts. It seems to me that we need to reach back in time to undo the knots that were made in coloniality, so we can flow freely into the future.

A Quick Look into Methodology 

I first encountered American philosopher Frederic Jameson’s seminal slogan, ‘Always historicize!’14, as a master’s student at the University of Edinburgh, where I took a course in Critical Theory. The words stuck to me like tar. I did not realise back then that to always historicise, ‘is also to recognize always our collective situatedness in this realm of necessity understood as history, and, at the same time, to imagine alternatives’15. I was more interested in the methodological imperative to historicise literary texts. It was only when I began my PhD at the University of Strathclyde that I considered the idea anew. Queer temporality, historicism, and ‘queer teleoskepticism’16 notwithstanding, I also had to contend with the colossal legacy of colonialism in writing about queer South Asian pasts.

If you aren’t a historian or academic, bear with me, I’ll explain all the jargon. As postcolonial subjects, we’ve been bred to think of history as something set in stone. But really, history is mostly narrative. It’s storytelling. It’s not like history is pure truth just by virtue of being categorised as such. Yet, thanks to British imperialism and the glory of Western rationality, we have come to think of colonial versions of South Asian history as fact and dismiss ‘native’ texts as phantasmagorical imaginaries. Of course, ancient and medieval Indian texts aren’t straightforward accounts of what happened in the past. Most of them exaggerate, while some dip into the magical. That’s the Indian style of historical storytelling. The British used this trope to dismiss all South Asians as quintessentially prone to hyperbole. And emphasised that the knowledge they generated in the colonial moment was history proper.

Now, I’m not saying that there isn’t value in straightforward historical narratives. Or that magical storytelling is the best way to write history. We all know what happens when divine cows enter the mix. But what I want you to think about is the idea of pure truth. Living as we do in the post-truth world, you know by now that fact isn’t always factual, and that everything necessitates critical analysis. The same is true of all sorts of history. Now in postcoloniality, the colonial archives have come to take on this larger-than-life persona. Like, everything in it is divine revelation. Be it history, ethnography, official documentation, fiction, or journalism, everything the British produced in coloniality is seen as the ABSOLUTE TRUTH. When actually, it was just some English, Welsh, or Scottish dude making notes. Categorising everyone and everything he saw in exotic faraway India. Surely, he was prone to exaggerate.

So, when I say I’ve dug into the colonial archives and found evidence, I am not saying: hey look, the British themselves said we’re gay. Because of course the British said we’re gay. To their prude Victorian eyes, everything South Asians did appeared problematic. ‘Sexually deviant’. Pagan. Profane. Hedonistic. There is an excess of conjecture on Indian (wo)mxn’s sexuality in the colonial archives. As I’ll explain to you in the upcoming chapters, the British were at once attracted to and repelled by brown (wo)mxn’s wild sexual aura. On the other hand, they categorised all Indian mxn who didn’t possess martial prowess as feminine and fragile. This set off a whole domino effect, a.k.a. the bhadralok conundrum, where Indian men set out to tame defiant (wo)mxn and masculinise themselves in the British model, erasing all inklings of queerness. Traumas we’re still undoing in the subcontinent.

Therefore, I have not referred to the colonial archives to construct accounts of South Asian sexual historiography. For that purpose, I rely on queer decolonial knowledges: from courtesan poetics, the performing arts, folkloric memory, and orality, to subcontinental literature, and mythology. In line with South Asian queer studies that sees ‘gender and sexuality as multiple’17 and moving beyond the exigence of ‘queer evidence’18, I look at queerness as an expansive idea, one that is ‘not fully determined, or knowable’19. In short, everything everywhere all at once was/is queer in India.

That’s not the issue I’m examining here in Forbidden Desire. What I’m looking at is how the British stole India’s queer pasts and queer futures. Now for this purpose, the colonial archives work like a charm. Prejudice here there everywhere, all typed and filed away. It’s mindboggling how the colonial establishment painstakingly erased queer protofeminist subcultures from the subcontinent. Thanks to the British propensity to take notes, there is tons of evidence to show how they methodically categorised certain sexual subjectivities as ‘deviant’ and how they set about criminalising them. Not only does this manifest in the medico-legal sphere, but it is also evident in the socio-cultural domain.

On the other hand, the colonial archives also contain a treasure trove of imagery: including company paintings, etchings, sketches, and photographs. I’ve integrated a number of them into this book. Again, I do not produce them as evidence of queerness. Because at the end of the day, most of these images were constructed through the colonial gaze. In her book Wayward Lives, Beautiful Experiments: Intimate Histories of Social Upheaval, historian Saidiya Hartman argues that in archival photographs, African-American womxn often ‘eluded the frame and remained… impossible to force into the grid of naturalist description or… taxonomy’20, and uses photographs to reconstruct sexually agentive pasts. I employ a similar approach in my work, often looking to archival images for traces of indiscipline, defiance, and queer intimacy.

Are You Queer? 

Personally, I think everyone has queer potential. ‘Our desires never quite match social norms about gender. We’re always trying “to find ourselves within existing and evolving conventions”’21. I mean, be honest with yourself. If you are a man, do you have no ounce of femininity in you? Or if you are a woman, are you never ever masculine? I believe we’re all androgynous. Performing our roles in society one way or another. Fitting into patterns, breaking out of patterns, forming new ones, falling back onto the old, the cycle never really ends. Because each one of us, we are so unique. Not even queer theory can explain the diverse quirks of sexual subjectivities.

The heteropatriarchy is petrified of gender fluidity because it threatens hierarchies of all sorts. If (wo)mxn transgress the boundaries of caste, clan, class, race, and gender, how can the patriarchy perpetuate the purity of its bloodlines? And if mxn choose not to be manly, then how can the patriarchy survive? So it is that over millennia, the patriarchy has codified gender roles.

Male = masculine = aggressive.

Female = feminine = submissive.

This way, there’s a cookie cutter mould that everyone can be fit into. Obviously, there has been a LOT of spillages. Womxn have refused to be conventionally feminine, while mxn have embraced their femininity, and vice versa. Yet others have transcended gender altogether to embrace their fluid truths.

Plus, here’s another important thing to consider. Kinky is also queer. Doesn’t it ring a bell that the colonial British often classified kinky sexual practises alongside queerness? They branded all sorts of sensuous and amorous traditions as ‘sexually deviant’. Basically, anything that didn’t lead to procreation was forbidden. Considered an immoral vice. Same-sex desire, tantric rituals, Kama Sutra style coupling, non-conjugal relationships, sexless ishq, everything that didn’t scream puritanical procreation was temptation with a capital T. Even today, most people don’t understand that sex isn’t just about making babies. Sure, heterosexual coupling is useful for the prolongation of the human race. But there’s so much more to sex. And there’s even more to desire. Desire doesn’t even have to involve sex, did you know? It sometimes has nothing to do with the body. Sapiosexual love is just as sexy. Platonic relationships are real. Asexual desire comes in many forms. There’s just so much gorgeous variety in the world of sexuality. Why would anyone opt for vanilla heterosexuality when there’s so much to explore about oneself? Beats me.

Unstraighten yourself.

You’ll then see that queerness isn’t out of the ordinary. It’s as normal as breathing. What’s unnatural is forcing bodies and minds into prescribed templates. Ever heard of the Greek myth of the Procrustean bed? In it, Procrustes has an iron bed in which he compels his victims to lie. Then he forcefully makes them fit into the bed. If they’re too small, he stretches and hammers their body to fit. And if they’re too big, he cuts off the protruding parts. Imposing heterosexuality is akin to forcing people to fit into the Procrustean bed, I think. It’s so arbitrary. So unfair. It’s the strangest thing.

Still, if you’re feeling queasy about the word queer, consider what bell hooks once said at a talk in the New School: I think ‘[of] queer as not being about who you’re having sex with, that can be a dimension of it but queer as being about the self that is at odds with everything around it and has to invent and create and find a place to speak and to thrive and to live’22. So then, queerness isn’t always determined by your relationship to others. It has everything to do with yourself. Society tells you to live a certain way, make prespecified choices, and confine yourself to the custom. But what if you don’t feel right doing all the aforementioned? What if your heart takes you another way? Something deep inside you that impels you to live your truths. If you’re like me and always wondered why you don’t fit in. And felt like an imposter doing the apparently proper thing, perhaps, you are queer, too.
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Sexuality in Premodernity1—Kama, Kink, and Mohabbat

Before I embark on this important mission, let me quickly remind you to familiarise yourself with India’s millennia-long misogynist history. A cursory glance through any of India’s patriarchal texts (ancient, medieval, or early modern) will show just how deep the sexist rot runs. However, what’s pertinent to note is that through all this time, Indian (wo)mxn and queer folks have repeatedly subverted heteropatriarchal power structures. Their stories have been vilified and erased by the patriarchy, but (queer and protofeminist) literary, performative, and cultural memory hasn’t forgotten them. And sometimes, within the recesses of restrictive religious texts themselves, we find convoluted remnants of these pasts. This is because even with all its radical rhetoric, Hindu, Islamic, Sikh, Buddhist, Jain, and other religious conventions could be twisted to accommodate gender diversity. I mean, ‘Hindu mythology makes constant references to queerness, questioning the notions of maleness and femaleness’2, while male homoeroticism and ‘feminization of Urdu/Indo-Muslim culture’3 is undeniable. Sikh womxn warriors who dressed as mxn to fight wars are lauded for their righteousness in religious texts. Buddhist and Jain traditions have conserved the verses and histories of their asexual nuns, who quit society altogether and strove to live ungendered lives. Plus, there’s the plethora of Indian folk canons to consider—where gender fluidity has been welcomed and celebrated.

Whilst gendered notions of honour and dignity have been constant themes in India’s socio-cultural codes, it would seem that there has been a lot of flexibility in how people lived their actual lives. Womxn who engaged in sex-work, artistes who did sexy work (wherein their artforms may have been sexy but they weren’t trading sex), and ladies who performed sexed work that involved indirect sexual stimulation, for instance, weren’t all stigmatised by Indian society. After all, all womxn did some form of sex/sexy/sexed work. Be they queens or courtesans, wives or mistresses, all womxn used their ‘sexual capital’4. The patriarchy severely critiqued womxn who used their ‘sexual capital’ for non-procreational activities, but nobody could stop them from doing so. ‘Native’ authorities could tax them, institutionalise them, patronise them, but not ban them. These womxn often lived independent (protofeminist) lives all through history. Believe it or not, some womxn actually lived as mxn. On the other hand, sexual minorities weren’t ostracised in traditional Indian society. ‘The hijras were seen as intelligent, trustworthy, and passionately loyal, and they were granted unfettered access throughout to allow them to play a dominant role in the politics of building the Mughal Empire’5. Further, India wasn’t sexually uptight either. After all, this is the land of the Kama Sutra we’re talking about. As the ingenious historian Madhavi Menon points out in her book Infinite Variety: A History of Desire in India:


‘India has been formed by multiple cultures in which same-sex desire, polygamy, polyandry and polyamory in general have been rife’6.



Now, even as I invoke texts like the Kama Sutra, I must warn you to
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