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CASTE-ING QUEER IDENTITIES

Ujithra Ponniah & Sowjanya Tamalapakula*

Are sexual identities caste marked? How does caste constitute same-sex de-
sire? As a pilot study we interviewed men who identify as Dalit and gay in met-
ropolitan cities. Our study shows that caste pervades the intimate both in how
Dalit queer, desire and are desired. Ideas of purity and pollution which would
be written off as caste practices found in the rural, constitute the everydayness
of urban intimacy. Dalits bodies were transformed into objects of upper caste
desire through stigma and violence. Caste pre-constitutes desire, curtailing
its radical potential for self and societal transformational. Furthermore, the
queer movement by emptying out caste is a space of upper-caste queer per-
sons. The demands of the queer movement hence are limited to what our inter-
locutors referred to as “bland” politics of legalising marriage. The everyday
struggles of safety and livelihood of Dalit queer and trans persons does not
find a mention. The Dalit movement, while more accepting also continues to be
a masculine, alienating space through its inadequate engagement with sexu-
ality and gender. Two years after the reading down of §377, the realisation
of constitutional morality and democracy in same-sex intimacies and politics
remains thwarted by the graded hierarchies of caste.

[. INTRODUCTION

After decades of sustained people’s movement and legal activism, on
September 6, 2018, the Supreme Court unanimously ruled in Navtej Singh Johar
v. Union of India (‘the §377 judgement’) that §377 of the Indian Penal Code that
criminalised consensual homosexual sexual conduct criminalisation was uncon-
stitutional." Taking the spirit of the progressive judgements before,? the Court re-
spected the sexual inclusiveness and the right to privacy of consenting same-sex
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adults. It is noteworthy that the 2018 judgement repeatedly draws on Dr B. R.
Ambedkar’s writings on constitutional morality and democracy.> Ambedkar wrote
that “constitutional morality is not a natural sentiment. It must be cultivated. We
must realise that our people have yet to learn it”.* He further said that “democracy in
India is only a top-dressing on an Indian soil, which is essentially undemocratic”.’
The judgement drawing on Ambedkar recognises that what came in the way of
recognising the full potential of constitutional morality or democracy, was the lack
of fraternity. Ambedkar defined fraternity as “primarily a mode of associated liv-
ing, of conjoint communicated experience” and “essentially an attitude of respect
and reverence towards fellow men”.® Much like Ambedkar, the judges write that
society changes, imbibing constitutional morality at a gradual pace, hence, the
role of the highest constitutional court is to safeguard against the excesses of state
power and mobocracy.’ The judgement while borrowing heavily from the spirit of
Ambedkar, does not pay attention to the dynamics of caste in queer relationship. It
however sets the tone for scholars to take this forward.

Scholars have engaged with the ways in which caste reproduces with-
out paying adequate attention to desire. One central mechanism through which
caste reproduces in the urban setup is through kinship networks.® These networks
structure cooperatives, housing markets, I'T companies, educational opportunities,
businesses and rental markets in the urban areas.’ They play a significant role in
employment opportunities, better salary, acquiring skills and capital acquisition.'’
Opportunities while opening for in-group members, works by categorical exclu-
sion."! The option of moving into self-employment for Dalits has its limitations,
as networks leading to the formation of caste cartels continue in business.”> The
reproduction of these networks depends on caste endogamous marriages. This
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is found to be true across the caste divide. Heterosexual and caste endogamous
desire then becomes essential for the reproduction of unequal social structures.
Just as scholars working on caste have not focussed on desire, scholars working
on sexuality have not paid adequate attention to caste.”* Homosexual desire gets
constituted as the other and an aberration. A few parents of gay men have publicly
accepted their gay sons’ sexual orientation and right to marriage.'* A matrimonial
advertisement in which a mother seeks a same-caste, vegetarian groom for her gay
son, highlights the casteist nature of intimacy among gay men in Indian society."
Prior to the reading down of the §377 judgement, the criminal status of queer per-
sons was the major concern of the queer movement.'¢

Two years later, as educators in a premier higher educational institute,
we see students more comfortably embodying their sexual identity in conversa-
tions and on social media. Representation of same sex relationships in mainstream
Bollywood movies has slightly increased. This year Dutee Chand came out as the
first lesbian Indian athlete.”” However, we are interested in engaging not with the
exception but what appears to be the rule. Taking the spirit of Ambedkar in the
judgement, we wish to engage with caste in queer identity and politics. Does caste
permeate same-sex desire? How do Dalit queers identify themselves? Does caste
come into queer politics? This piece emerges from our preliminary explorations
into caste, desire, gender and queer identities. It is based on the case studies of two
gay Dalit men (Parikshit and Gaurav),'® Both are the first in their family to be edu-
cated. They are currently employed and live in Delhi. This piece is structured in
the following manner: Part II is on caste-ing queerness and queer-ing caste; Part
III looks at desire, love and identity; and Part I'V looks at costs to the queer move-
ment by not incorporating anti-caste struggles. Part V offers concluding remarks.
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II. CASTE-ING QUEERNESS AND QUEER-ING
CASTENESS

Caste and sexual identity are inseparable for Parikshit and Gaurav.
At an early age, both knew that they were drawn to the same sex and said that
their queerness did not cause them discomfort. It is noteworthy that this comfort
preceded the §377 judgement. However, their caste identity was not as easily em-
bodied as their sexual identity. Gaurav was the first in his family to be educated.
He says,

“I did a lot of introspection about why I am [more]bothered
about this particular caste identity than the queer identity... so
that has been very clear with me. I can wear my queer identity on
my sleeve more strongly but with my caste identity, I feel I could
never wear it on my sleeves.[ Y Jou know queer is a very Western
concept, it is a very neoliberal concept, it is modern and you are
celebrated. This Instagram and FB they celebrate it, ‘Oh wow
you are a queer, you can be my friend’These are celebrated but
they will not celebrate Hijras; they are backward. But if you are
an English speaker, Queer subject in India suddenly becomes a
subject. So, I think language, you know, is another part of it. I
know what queer means I can be open about queer politics, that
is very celebrated. But at the same time if I say [ am a Dalit, then
you become Indian right, you are no longer this Western modern
subject, no longer running behind first world politics and sud-
denly you become a backward subject”.

Gaurav shows the inbuilt hierarchies that operate within the two
identities he straddles. While identifying as queer made him mobile, modern and
likeable, his Dalit identity continued to be perceived as backward. The ‘right’ kind
of queer had the caste capital of language. Education and language emerge as
an important source of mobility and acceptance with Parikshit. By converting
caste capital into ‘modern’ capital, upper castes appear to be casteless'® Caste then
becomes an experience of the lower castes alone. This focus is skewed and does
not enabling questioning the hierarchical and graded system that organises social
and material life. Recalling the importance of English education, Parikshit spoke
about his grandmother. When she moved to Bengal from Bangladesh, she would
go around trying to teach herself to read English, from newspapers that were
thrown. He says it made him wonder why she repeated the story or why she was
reading newspapers that were thrown. With time he realised, no one would give
her the newspapers to read. Her resilient spirit and the intergenerational nature of

19 Satish Deshpande, Towards a Biography of the ‘General Category’, 48(15) EcoNoMmiCc AND
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discrimination, stayed with Parikshit as he moved to the urban from growing up
in rural South India.

The urban compounded his identification with his caste identity, by
introducing queer politics without caste. Parikshit says,

“When I read Gautam Bhan’s book or Pramada Menon’s book,
no one was talking about queerness with caste...the default of
the queer movement was the upper caste. Caste cemented the
aesthetics of queerness. Desirability was very much tied to sa-
varna middle class, good English, good family. That did not
seem like the queerness I could have”.

Reflecting on the§377 judgement, Parikshit felt that it was a common
minimum agenda. People from the marginalised castes were the most affected
when it came to §377. They were the ones who were begging and doing sex work
on the streets, making them vulnerable to police brutalities. However, Parikshit
felt the movement sought ‘respectability’ by asking IIT students?® and alumni to
submit a support petition. IIT’s are “institutions of national importance” and its
students represent ‘merit’ which is seen as an upper-caste virtue.?! Parikshit says,
“as the movement became more ‘respectable’ it meant there was little space for
the marginalised castes.”The face of the movement were the upper castes and not
the Dalits.

Queerness, by being emptied out of caste,is alienating rather than
empowering for Gaurav and Parikshit. Parikshit has been active in the Dalit move-
ment and acknowledges that there is a lack of awareness about sexuality amongst
the Dalit leadership. When he started talking about his caste identity with queer-
ness, he was advised to focus on his caste identity alone. Parikshit is however more
sympathetic to the Dalit movement than to queer politics because of the economic
marginalisation of the former. He says,

“Dalit queer people come from very marginalised spaces and
they are economically backward. They are really struggling for
everyday survival. Many of them are trans people, sex workers
and homeless people. I am not even like zero [point] one percent
of this population. I think their struggle is that of survival”.
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Caste identity is clearly more stigmatising than the queer identity,
for both Parikshit and Gaurav. From the narratives of Gaurav and Parikshit, it
is seen that queer politics is caste-blind while caste politics is queer-blind. This
leaves those who identify as Dalit queer as being caught between the interstices
of both, without belonging to either completely. Gaurav dealt with his location by
having meaningful relationships with Dalit straight or queer men without aligning
himself strongly with either movements. Parikshit on the other hand aligned more
closely with the Dalit movement, while finding association with other mobile and
politically minded Dalit queer men, to critique the upper caste queer movement.

III. ‘BLAND’ QUEER POLITICS

There are costs to the queer politics by not engaging with caste.
Parikshit repeatedly used the phrase ‘bland’ when it came to queer politics. When
asked to elaborate, he said that the queer movement seemed to regard queer as a
stand-alone identity. This according to him, meant that the queer movement did
not make demands for right to livelihood, education or health. These demands,
he says, might not be important for the Brahmin queer but “in the absence of
livelihood there is no real meaning of being queer. What is the point in saying oh
you can kiss in public if you cannot be alive in public?” The material disparities
brought about by historical discrimination needed to be incorporated in the queer
movement, for its political potential to be realised. The other context, in which
the ‘blandness’ of the queer movement surfaces according to Parikshit, is in its
demand for legalising marriage for same-sex couples. He says,

“[i]n a society governed by caste, inter-caste marriages mean
only two Brahmin men or women can marry each other.
Legalising same-sex marriages does not mean much for other
people. Similarly, this articulation that ‘love is equal’ which the
queer movement makes, is a tamed demand, therefore it gets
wide acceptance”.

Parikshit draws attention to how marriages or love, hold little value
without addressing caste. When love is governed by caste or is inaccessible to the
Dalit queer, it can be an effect embodied only by the upper castes. Gaurav echoes
Parikshit’s criticism of legalising same-sex marriages. He advocates other models
of partnership that are based on friendship rather than the Brahmanical institution
of marriage. Marriage, according to him, strengthens caste through endogamy. In
the queer movement’s demand for legalising same sex marriage, Gaurav says it
shows how the queer caste elites are divorced from the realities of caste and mar-
riages in India.
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Just as the queer politics in urban spaces thinks caste divides their
movement,the Dalit movement in India has primarily focussed on heterosexual
desire. The post-Ambedkarite Dalit movement has been a largely masculine
space.?? Most of the debates in the Dalit movement are centred around the inter-
caste marriage between Dalit men and upper-caste women. There are uncritical
understandings that inter-caste marriage solves caste question. Dalit women have
critiqued the unilateral promotions of inter-caste marriage as a masculine asser-
tion.?® The sexual desire of Dalit men is constructed by the upper-caste notions of
beauty, body image and sexual purity.* While the Dalit women autobiographies
mostly discussed Dalit patriarchy and casteism in the larger society, Dalit men
have written on Dalit male sexual desire for upper-caste women.? However, Dalit
women’s sexuality is described only in the light of rape and sexual exploitation by
upper-caste men. Even the violence against Dalit women who entered inter-caste
marriage is not addressed by the male-centred Dalit movement.? Heterosexuality
is a system power that provides privilege even to the marginalised sections like
Blacks.?” The assertion of heterosexuality is a privilege that the Dalit man finds
difficult to shed. Masculinity and heterosexuality are considered aspects of honour
and self-respect. Therefore, there are many instance of caste violence triggered by
Dalit men sporting moustache or riding bikes.?® While the experiences of Dalit
men take up the space of mainstream Dalit movement, Dalit women’s experiences
and issues of queer sexualities are still at the margins.

IV. CASTE-ING DESIRE

Desire is both personal and relational. As a result, it involves both
self-stylisation and a self-other relationship.? Caste pervades the intimate both in
how Dalit queer,desire and are desired. Ideas of purity and pollution which would
be written off as caste practices found in the rural, constitute the everydayness of
urban intimacy. Gaurav said that there had been times where the person he was
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to sleep with would insist that he takes a bath. Gaurav found this insistence to be
strange and said he would reiterate, “I am clean”.Similarly, Parikshit said that if
he felt a little lazy it would be ascribed to his caste. At a Delhi party, he was told,
“Dalit don’t shower every day, also you are used to hard labour, so you smell”.
Another stereotype associated with the Dalit queer was that they are “raw in bed,
like a wild animal.”’It is discernible from these vignettes that desire is pre-consti-
tuted, according to caste. The Dalit body much like the Black man’s body is both
to be feared and desired. The potential for ‘rawness’ was alluring but the fear of
impurity meant that first a ritual bath was required. The visceral body aesthetics
was caste marked. The Dalit body was desirable but only after it had been fixed by
the upper caste gaze. In the process, Dalits bodies were transformed into objects
of upper caste desire through stigma and violence. Sex was also associated with
violence. If one identified as a Dalit femme, Parikshit said, one was considered the
most undesirable to whom things could only be done to. Gaurav,who identifies as a
Dalit femme, said there were many instances when he was treated with no respect.
He felt the need to draw a boundary during sex, which was soon violated.

Caste also filters courtships on dating apps like Grindr. Gaurav re-
counts an instance where he faced blunt casteism. Someone he met on the app
asked him for his surname. He then came to Gaurav’s home and asked him curtly
if he was a Dalit. Gaurav was shocked and asked how he knew his caste identity.
The man began to abuse Gaurav using casteist slurs in Punjabi like Bhand and
Kanjar. Gaurav says he was quick to wrap up the session. On another instance
he met a manon Tinder. This person had gone to St Stephen’s, a prestigious Delhi
University college, and then to Oxford University. He asked Gaurav for his sur-
name and then went on to assume that Gaurav was an upper caste too. He told
Gaurav that he was pleased that they both were upper-caste and they could con-
tinue the relationship. Gaurav says, “I did not want to talk about caste and look
how I cannot get rid of it”.On another occasion, an upper caste man Gaurav was in
a relationship with,saw the need to come home and insult him for living in a Dalit
colony. Gaurav says,

“I do not think I can do away with it[caste], I don’t know why I
am reduced to this subject who is a Dalit. Whether I am hygienic
or not that is a whole other thing. I do not know why there is this
whole thing that I live in a certain place or I am polluted, be-
cause there are pigs around my house whereas my house is clean
or not that does not matter”.

Despite having the necessary social and cultural capital through his
education, if it was not his body, it was his place of stay that loudly proclaimed
Gaurav’s caste. Gaurav seems to struggle to see any rationale in the stigma he
faced. Many of the other men Gaurav met through dating apps found the need
to emphasise their surnames when they would introduce themselves. On one
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instance, after sex, the man said, “didn’t you realise, I fucked you so hard, I am
Gujjar”. Dhiren Bhorsa who studies geographies of urban desire on Grindr, in an
interview, notes that, some profiles clearly mention that “Good Jaat-8 inches” and
others mention “no SC/ST and only Brahmins”.** He further says,

“In gay parties when people discover I am from Rajasthan, I am
quickly asked if T am a Rajput or a Brahmin. This only tells us of
the spaces we are reproducing. People are always calculating the
kind of bodies that can inhabit them and their desires”.

The sexual inequality translates into other dimensions of the rela-
tionship. Parikshit speaks about his frustrations of being in a relationship with
upper-caste men. He says,

“How do you live with somebody or love someone when you
see that the opportunities mentioned to them every day, you are
not given?The concessions they are given, the kind of job op-
portunities they are given, the way their colleagues treat them,
completely alien to how you are treated at your work. How can
you hold love in a profoundly unjust setting? I think that for me
a far more real a problem, so even if it is somebody I admire or
like, I am unable to get away from the idea that they will just be
more successful than I can be because of the way society works.
Their dreams are far more achievable”.

Parikshit, who was in relationship with anupper-caste man,speaks
about the disparity in opportunities, treatment and realisation of dreams. He asks
a succinct question about how does one love in such unjust settings. The heart of
the desiring subject was constituted by caste. In the process, desire is prefixed and
already constituted.

V. CONCLUSION

The reading down of §377 is a landmark judgement. Fears of harass-
ment through criminalisation have been addressed, facilitating many to embrace
their sexual identities openly. However, as Ambedkar argues, constitutional mo-
rality cannot be actualised without realising fraternity in social life. The freedom
to love, desire and have sex with whomsoever one wishes, is essential for individu-
alisation of the self and society. It carries with it the radical potential of challenging
caste patriarchies that form the underbelly of Indian social structures. However,
its radical potential has been circumscribed by caste moralities. As shown in this
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piece, Dalit queer men who identify as a gay shoulder both the identities however
struggle more with their caste identities. Their sexual identity opens up the pos-
sibility of refashioning themselves as modern subjects, while their caste identi-
ties grounds them in backwardness. Desire and intimacy were prefigured by ideas
of how Dalit bodies should look, behave and smell. Both the interlocutors spoke
about the exhaustion that came with being in relationships with upper-caste men.
The queer movement by not being anti-caste and the Dalit movement by not being
queer was missing out on their political potential of being transformative.



