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Editorial

It gives us immense pleasure to present this 'Special Edition' of Literary Voice: A Peer
Reviewed Journal of English Studies (ISSN 2277-4521), a compilation of select research
articles on 'Feminism and Gender Studies' that were presented at the second National
Conference on 'Contemporary Perspectives in English Language, Literature and Cultural
Studies,' organized by Chandigarh University, Punjab from 15" -16" July, 2022. The
conference was organized in collaboration with Literary Voice hosted around 400 delegates,
dignitaries and academicians from almost all the states of the country. Ninety-eight papers
were presented in the category of "Women and Gender Studies' which were evaluated and
reviewed by eminent professors and academicians from the University of Allahabad,
Allahabad, Indian Institute of Technology, Patna, Indian Institute of Technology, Roorkee, Jai
Narayan Vyas University, Jodhpur, Palamuru University, Telangana, University of Delhi,
Delhi, Shiksha O Anusandhan University, Odisha, Banaras Hindu University, Varanasi, and
O.P Jindal University, Sonepat. A point-by-point review was shared with the authors after a
double-blind peer review process for compliance. Eventually, thirty-five papers were selected
for this issue after a rigorous review process to uphold the academic standard of the journal.

The special edition on Feminism and Gender Studies focuses on the various
understandings of feminism as a literary theory that proposes frequent interventions and
alternative epistemological positions meant to change the social order. The three
waves of the feminist movements have been focused on reassessing the archetypes of women
and re-questioning the formation of human construct as enacted by a vast repetition of
social performance. The third wave of Feminism opened new interpretations of the
movement by engaging in interdisciplinary associations. The present day feminism explores
the intersections of liberal feminism, cultural/radical feminism, black feminism/womanism,
materialist/neo-Marxist feminism, gender studies etc. The future inferences of feminism are
pushing the boundaries of gender studies to uncover the unconscious symbolism women have
used to describe themselves, their world, and the changing paradigms of society across time
and nationalities to uncover the undercurrent of feminism in literature. It is an attempt to
incorporate the insights of contemporary feminist and gender discourses as represented in
literature and media. The present collection includes a variety of topics that deal with
feminism and gender studies from the myriad of perspectives applied by academicians and
scholars from all over the country. Covering topics such as gender performativity,
homophobia, patriarchy, sexuality, the LGBTQ community, and empowerment strategies,
this collection is ideal for researchers, scholars, academicians, practitioners, instructors and
students.

The first section, LGBT/Queer Studies, deals with sexual ambiguity and queerness,
same-sex desires and homophobia in the works of R. Raj Rao, Aravind Adiga, Dhrubo Jyoti
and many more. This queer undertone is also analysed in the movies like The Many
Adventures of Winnie the Pooh and Frozen. The second section, Women in Indian Mythology,
evaluates the representation of women in Mahabharata and Ramayana. The third section,
Marginalization and Discrimination, focuses on Dalit women, their predicaments and Dalit
consciousness. Section four, Gender-Based Violence, analyses the turmoil of Afghan women,



victims of acid attacks, 'Korean Comfort Women,' the aesthetics of rape and sexual violence in
Therese Park's 4 Gift of the Emperor, Khaled Hosseini's 4 Thousand Splendid Suns, Feroze
Rather's The Night of Broken Glass and Shahnaz Bashir's Half Mother. Section five, Gender
and Films, deals with the concept of marriage, masculinity, stalking, new women,
homosociality and silence in Bollywood movies. The sixth section, Sexuality and Politics,
examines Geetanjali Shree's Tomb of Sand, Harold Pinter's The Room, Manto's “Khol Do,”
Smita Bharti's play Ghat Ghat Mein Panchi Bolta Hai, Jhumpa Labhiri's The Namesake,
Perumal Murugan's 7rilogy and many other works with varied feminist perspectives ranging
from sexual politics to performativity. The last section, Gender Identity, deals with ageing in
women, food and women, phallocentrism, search for self-fulfillment, patriarchy and
motherhood. An article on ecofeminism has also been included in this section.

The Special Edition is a kaleidoscope of varied feminist perspectives that attempt to
answer the call of gender studies. Since the field of feminism has now opened its wings to
include interdisciplinary interactions, this volume will arouse interest among
teachers/students of literature and the feminist enthusiasts who wish to explore the horizons of
discourse analysis to understand better multiple dimensions of human predicaments.

Dr. Sumedha Bhandari Dr. Tanu Gupta
Assistant Professor Professor and Head
College of Basic Sciences and Humanities Department of English

Punjab Agricultural University Chandigarh University



Re-Queering the 'Queer': Intersections of Sexuality, Class
and Caste in R. Raj Rao's The Boyfriend and Dhrubo Jyoti's
“A Letter to My Lover(s)”

Suraj Kumar
Junior Research Fellow
Department of English and Cultural Studies
Panjab University
Chandigarh, India
shinysuraj30@gmail.com

Abstract

The present paper seeks to examine the intersections of sexuality, class and caste through a
study of the lives of working-class Dalit gay men, as represented in the selected texts. The life
experiences of these men reveal that the term 'queer', which was initially championed as an
all-inclusive umbrella term, has lost its path. Under the aegis of capitalism, consumerism and
a global world order, the term 'queer' now recognises only upper-class and/or caste, able-
bodied gay men who have access to certain avenues and are able to adopt certain lifestyles.
Those who do not meet these requirements are relegated to the margins of what itself has been
a marginalised space. In such a scenario, where does a working-class Dalit homosexual
belong? to the queer movement, or to the Dalit movement? While attempting to answer this
question, this paper aims to highlight the unfulfilled promises of the queer movement in India,
and thereby argues for the need to re-queer the 'queer'to make it truly all-inclusive.
Keywords: Queer, Gay, Class, Caste, Intersection, Dalit.

kkosk

On September 6, 2018, the Supreme Court of India scrapped Section 377 of the
Indian Penal Code and decriminalised gay sex. The verdict was celebrated across the nation
by the members of the queer community and its allies, as a landmark moment in the long
struggle of the community for its rights. By challenging the norm of heterosexuality and
bringing all non-heteronormative identities under its umbrella, the term 'queer' has
established a firm place not only in academia but also in public discourse. The queer
movement takes under its purview all those identities that are marginalised based on sexuality
and gender and locates these within the structures of power that marginalise them through the
discursive production of heterosexuality as the norm. Queerness, then, is at once about the
assertion of non-normative identities, and the denial of any norm.

Just two years after the legalisation of homosexuality in India, one can hear the
“rantings” of the likes of Dhiren Borisa—an activist and queer geographer, who while
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foregrounding his Dalit as well as queer identity, complains that “[r]ights sieve through our
bodies but do not touch us in the same ways as judgments promise” (91). What Borisa is
trying to highlight is the fact that people with different backgrounds experience their
queerness in different ways and that the rights conferred by the legal system cannot be
exercised by everyone in the same way. Thus, his “rantings” force one to question who is the
subject of these much-celebrated and hard-won rights. Dismissing this celebratory affair, he
laments that “Dalit Bahujan Adivasi Queers . . . have been historically denied the
respectability on the backs of which rests this victory ...” (92)

At atime when many celebrate the right to identify themselves as gay, there are some
who feel the need to assert their caste identity as their caste inhibits them from identifying as
gay, and still others, who on account of their lower-class status, cannot adopt the gay lifestyle
that queerness has now become synonymous with. Their caste and class weigh more heavily
on them than their sexuality or gender. As a social institution based on endogamy, caste
primarily operates as a heterosexual imperative. While designating a social hierarchy, it also
serves to label homosexuals as outcast(e)s.

The present paper seeks to examine the impact of caste and class on one's sexual
identity, through a study of their intersection, as seen in R. Raj Rao's The Boyfriend and
Dhrubo Jyoti's “A Letter to My Lover(s).” By juxtaposing a fictional work with a non-
fictional essay, the paper also seeks to validate the fictional representation with a lived
experience. A study of the intersection of caste, class and sexuality is imperative not just
because they sustain the oppressive institutions of capitalism and heteronormativity, but also
in that they are intimately tied to the corporeal bodies that they serve to label. Thus, the
interplay of caste, class and sexuality is fundamental to the nature of desire as well as to the
nature of bodies that we desire.

Raj Rao's The Boyfriend captures possibly both the ends of the spectrum on which
gay identities exist in India. On the one end, there is Yudi—a Brahmin journalist, who
identifies as a gay man, and on other end lies Milind, a young jobless “Bhangi” boy, whose
sexual identity can be best described using the label MSM (Men-who-have-sex-with-Men).
The differences between the two protagonists of the novel exist on multiple axes of power
namely caste, class and sexuality. The intersection of these identity labels and the resulting
privileges and deprivations will be the focus of this paper. In this respect, the crucial question
to be addressed is whether sexual identity can bridge the differences created by caste and
class.

The second work under consideration, “A Letter to My Lover(s),” is an essay by
Dhrubo Jyoti, addressed to his upper-caste, cosmopolitan lover. On his existence as a Dalit
and a gay man, Dhrubo writes, “I knew I couldn't be gay and lower caste together” (8).
Building on this remark, the present paper seeks to highlight the ways in which different
identities are construed as mutually exclusive. It will also demonstrate how inclusion in the
so-called “all-inclusive” queer spaces is contingent on the economic as well as the cultural
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capital that one possesses.

Thus, it is imperative that queer studies take into account the context in which
different identities are lived out. In other words, there is a need to re-queer the 'queer.' The
present paper will demonstrate this need and establish that such a re-queering of the 'queer’
would entail paying due attention to the socio-economic factors of class and caste that shape
the ways in which different people experience their sexuality.

The two protagonists of R. Raj Rao's The Boyfriend—the Brahmin journalist, Yudi,
and the jobless “Bhangi,” Milind, meet for the first time at the Churchgate railway station in
Bombay. Yudi and Milind's first-ever sexual encounter is underwritten by Milind's class and
caste status. Although Yudi is observing Milind as a potential sex date, he notes that “[t]he
odour of sweat from the young working-class body made his head spin, . . . [His] feet were as
shapeless as a leper's, . . . The uncut toenails were pallid. There were cracks on the soles . . .
Yuk, Yudi burped” (Rao 7).

As repulsive as Milind's body might seem, Yudi still pursues him. In the whole scene
of pursuing Milind and its culmination in the sexual act between the two, several identities
make their appearance, which shapes the overall experience that the two share. For instance,
when Yudi clasps Milind's hand, he realises that Milind's “fingers were thin, bony. There
wasn't much flesh around them, and this made clasping them an unpleasant experience” (8).
When someone questions Yudi about Milind, Yudi says that he is a servant (11). Yudi's desire
for the less privileged Milind is almost always accompanied by an aversion towards his body,
which produces an ambivalent dynamic in their relationship. Both carry biases against each
other. Yudi is sceptical with regard to revealing the actual location of his mother's flat to
Milind, and Milind gives a fake name (Kishore Mahadik) to Yudi. The differences between
the two characters exist on multiple planes. Milind aptly remarks that “I belong to the working
class, and you to the talking class™ (17).

Rao's depiction of the love affair between these two men has utopian undertones.
After their brief encounter, Yudi yearns for Milind. Upon their reunion, Milind reveals his true
identity as a Dalit and tells Yudi that an affair between them is not viable because of their
different backgrounds. As their love affair progresses, the differences of class and caste are
sometimes overcome, but at other times, these differences override the common grounds of
queerness that they share. Yudi feels a connection with Milind, in the sense that Milind may be
a Dalit, but they were both, in fact, social “outcastes” on account of their sexuality. When
Milind challenges Yudi to eat his “jootha” (leftover food), Yudi declares that “Homo[sexual]s
are no different from Bhangis. Both are Untouchables” (81). Moments like these capture
Yudi's deep love for Milind and can be traced throughout the novel. Such instances show that
sexuality does subsume other differences. But these moments are ephemeral and such a
portrayal is beguiling, as it underplays how differences and hierarchies of caste and class play
outinthe field of queerness.

As mentioned earlier, Yudi's relationship with Milind is an ambivalent one.

10
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Therefore, the episodes of pure and unconditional love can be juxtaposed with Yudi's
attempts of grooming Milind and making him appear more cultured. When the duo decides to
go to a club, Yudi buys new clothes for Milind to make him presentable (86). Even when they
perform a marriage ceremony, the Brahmin Yudi performs an elaborate “purification rite”
(103). The echoes of the postcolonial theorists, Homi K. Bhabha and Robert Young, can be
heard here. Bhabha sees the relationship between the coloniser and the colonised as an
ambivalent one. This ambivalence is the result of the act of mimicry, wherein the colonised
must mimic the coloniser, who is more civilised and cultured. Similarly, Milind must mimic
Yudi's way of dressing and conducting himself. Young builds further on Bhabha's idea and
asserts that the relationship between the coloniser (Yudi) and the colonised (Milind) is
founded on a desire for the Other, which is accompanied by an aversion to the Other.
Accordingly, Yudi desires Milind, but Milind's aversive body becomes an object of desire
only after undergoing a ritual of grooming. Thus, sexuality fails to act as an overarching
bridge that glosses over differences between caste and caste.

In the last two decades, the queer movement has been largely shaped by the forces of
globalisation and consumerism, leading to, what Pushpesh Kumar calls, a “cultural turn.”
This is reflected in the emergence of a particular queer lifestyle with the proliferation of
certain “avenues for queer entertainment” such as bars, disc parties, bathhouses, and tourism
(Kumar 66). While sexuality is primarily a matter of desire, queerness has acquired the
dimensions of a lifestyle, which is dependent on one's access to certain resources and
avenues, and the ability to consume certain products and services. In such a scenario, the class
becomes a means of affording one's sexuality. Consequently, class differences translate into
different versions of being queer.

Queer people from the upper/middle class are able to adopt “queer lifestyles” and
lead respectable lives in and out of different support groups and gay clubs. But the material
reality of lower-class queer people is inconsistent with such a lifestyle. This is quite evident in
the different ways in which Yudi and Milind live out their sexuality. Being a Brahmin and a
member of the middle class, Yudi fulfils the parameters of an ideal queer subject (i.e., an ideal
queer consumer). But as a working-class Dalit, Milind dismisses Yudi's way of life as “crazy
ideas” of “you hi-fi guys” (84). He not only succumbs to the heteronormative institution of
marriage but also takes up sex work upon losing his job, as money, family, and community
support are indispensable to him. He cannot afford to privilege his sexuality over other
pressing needs. Thus, he continues to have sex with Yudi in exchange for money, even after
getting married, because he must navigate his non-normative sexuality within the limited
space offered by his social location as a working-class Dalit.

Whereas in The Boyfiiend, there is a clear contrast between two characters coming
from different backgrounds—with the privileged Yudi being the one with the agency, in
Dhurbo Jyoti's “A Letter to My Lover(s),” one finds a young Dalit boy trying to exercise
agency on his own. Coming from a rural background, Dhrubo Jyoti describes his experience

11
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as a Dalit gay man in Delhi. The essay is an exposition of his attempts at hiding his caste to
assimilate into the elitist groups on his university campus. Recounting the prerequisites for
being queer, he writes “I knew I couldn't be gay and lower caste together . . . [so] I quietly
learnt the tricks of your world, I learnt to speak in that way you people called cultured . . .
clipped accent and refined pronunciation. ...” (9). He goes on to write, “I had to keep up with a
storm of culture that had missed me so far: pop and rock music . . . theories and films that
seemed to have been directed to sieve the ungenteel out of groups” (13).

Struggling to climb the ladder of social mobility, he works hard to accumulate
cultural and social capital. Capital, according to Bourdieu, is the foundation of social life; it is
what makes “changing one's social status” possible (241). He describes cultural capital as the
qualities, skills, and knowledge that one possesses. Accumulation of cultural capital enables
social mobility, which is why Dhrubo Jyoti takes great pains to erase his identity as a Dalit and
acquire a new garb. His existence is layered with an inferiority complex, as he writes: “I had
been trained to know what good looks are (Brahmin), what good Queerness is (English-
speaking), and what attractive background is (urban rich)” (Jyoti 10). The experience of his
sexuality is informed by a lack of these much-desired qualities, and therefore he goes out to
acquire as many of them as possible. This is precisely where he differs from Milind.

While Dhrubo Jyoti exercises agency on his own by acquiring cultural capital and
becoming a subject of desire, Milind is devoid of any agency and is a mere object of desire, on
which Yudi exercises his agency. Despite this difference in agency, the similarities in their
experiences are quite pronounced. Just as Milind uses a fake name, Dhrubo also navigates his
sexuality using a fake profile on the internet. Their corporeal bodies as markers of their
marginalised existence are mirror images of each other. Much like Milind's dirty feet, there is
a mention of the narrator's “hideous” feet with “callused skin” (Jyoti 7). Contrasting his
body—*"“flesh hung loose on a morose soul”—with that of his lover, he describes how caste
marks the bodies that it serves to label: “We didn't have the 'body' of a Jat, the 'swagger' of a
Rajput or the 'intellect' of a Brahmin. Our bodies were 'smelly' and our habits 'dirty" (18, 20).

For both Dhrubo and Milind, caste and class weigh more heavily than sexuality. It is
not possible to erase their caste and class, or bury their sexuality. These identities must be
negotiated tactfully. Their intersection leads to marginalisation at multiple levels and doesn't
allow for a smooth and easy passage into the all-inclusive (but elitist) queer spaces. Milind
and Dhrubo's experiences show that the so-called inclusive queer spaces are not open to all.
The heteronormative institution of caste offers no refuge to non-normative sexualities. Nor
are the means of social mobility easily accessible to all.

What this impasse, then, indicates is a major shortcoming of the queer movement.
Due to an excessive emphasis on gender and sexuality as discursive constructs, and the
consequent disregard of other identity markers, the queer movement ends up disregarding
some of'its own, albeit less privileged, members. What has led the queer movement to this sad
point? Yvette Taylor observes that consumerism has invaded the realm of queerness, resulting

12
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in a commodification of queer identities, which goes hand in hand with the “unhinging [of]
sexuality from the social structures that organise it” (200). The implications of such
commodification of queer identities are two-fold. Firstly, it leads to the depoliticization of
queer people by providing a spurious sense of freedom in the form of queer niche markets,
while the hegemonic structures remain intact. Secondly, it makes “social recognition . . .
dependent on the ability to consume” (201). This claim is further supported by Shraddha
Chatterjee, in her work Queer Politics in India. She asserts that the queer movement's
complicity with the forces of globalisation, capitalism and consumerism serves to effectively
efface those subjectivities that belong to lower classes and lower castes, are uneducated and
not in a position to be consumers (94). It is clear, then, that the promise of the 'queer' being an
all-inclusive space remains unfulfilled. Hence there is a need of re-queering the 'queer.’

It can be argued without any contention that the issues and concerns of the queer
community have now entered the popular imagination. The apparent success of the queer
movement gives the impression of a neat teleological progression toward the empowerment
of sexually marginalised subjects, but a critical look reveals another picture. As exhibited by
the present study, the term 'queer' has lost its radical potential and is open only to those who
have the requisite economic, cultural and social capital. Being queer has been reduced to a
mere celebration of a 'different' lifestyle, which is being assimilated into the dominant
capitalist and consumerist economy.

As back as in the early 1990s, queer theorists were aware of the possible ways in
which the emergence of queer identities as mainstream cultural forms could turn out to be
problematic for their own agenda. In 1991, Teresa de Lauretis underlined the queer theorists'
tendency to overlook the differences that actually shape our identities. Acknowledging the
“specificity and partiality of our respective histories,” she stresses on the need for “critical
dialogue” with those who are different from us (xi). In other words, there is a need to build
coalitions with other marginalised groups. This would entail a conception of identities not as
mutually exclusive but as intersectional, and giving specific attention to the ways in which
intersections of identities serve to compound the marginalisation of some people. This is
precisely what  mean by re-queering the 'queer.'

In the 2005 issue of the journal Social Text, editors David L. Eng, Judith Halberstam
and José Esteban Mufioz, raise the important question — “What's Queer about the Queer
Studies now?” and assert the demand for “a renewed queer studies ever vigilant to the fact that
sexuality is intersectional, not extraneous to other modes of difference, and calibrated to a
firm understanding of queer as a political metaphor without a fixed referent” (1). Thus, the re-
queering of the term 'queer' demands attention to the contingent and elusive nature of this
term, and to the anti- and non-normative nature of the politics that it advocates. Given the
poststructuralist foundations of the term 'queer,' the task of re-queering is not an impossible
one. In this respect David L. Eng writes that “queerness remains open to a continuing critique
of its exclusionary operations ” and this precisely is “the field's key theoretical and political
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promise” (3).

At the heart of this endeavour of re-queering lies the realisation that sexuality, while
primarily being a matter of desire, is also a matter of gender, class, caste and everything else
that makes up the whole of our identities. This re-queering is a plea for the queer movement to
acknowledge and address the socio-economic differences that exist within the members of its
community; a plea for the Dalit movement to not stifle those who don't conform to the
heteronormative paradigm within which caste operates; a plea for the privileged members of
the society to not shun away the less privileged members and instead recognise the common
grounds of their struggle. Lastly, this re-queering of the 'queer' is a plea to do away with
parochialism of every kind and be truly all-inclusive.
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Abstract

'‘Conceal, not feel' is advocated by the heterosexual universe and taught to those who fail to
identify themselves as fit for defined heterosexual labels. Fear of acceptance, repression and
isolation are the barriers which stop certain characters from being expressive about their
queerness. Adult themes are presented in a veiled manner in children's media because of some
ulterior motives. Sexual ambiguity, unclear names, confusing pronouns, and gender-neutral
practices/ behaviour are utilised for that purpose to probably launch a war against
heterocentrism. In this paper, The Many Adventures of Winnie the Pooh (2011) directed by
John Lounsbery and Wolfgang Reitherman and Frozen (2013) directed by Jennifer Lee and
Chris Buckwill be read and critically analysed through the queer lens. The concepts of media
memories and symbolic annihilation will be focused upon while relating presumed adult
themes with children's understanding of the same. The paper highlights queer undertones in
the chosen movies and also talks about social realism, children's para social relations and
anthropomorphism.

Keywords: Gender, Sexuality, Frozen, Winnie the Pooh, Queer
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Introduction

Producers and authors employ mature themes as potent tools in cartoon series/anime
and publications. Unveiling strong and good role models like gay characters in
stories helps youngsters develop a more optimistic view of themselves. Ochman
states, "a positive portrayal of media figures who have a degree of similarity with a
person might shift the individual's self-concept". (Ochman 711)

Maintaining gender norms and just discussing heterosexuals may seem obvious to some, but
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the ramifications of being silent regarding nonnormative identities are far-reaching. Bullying
and harassment of people who do not fit into the conventional gender classifications are
common even in primary schools, where such students are thought to be LGBT. Young
children tend to take their own lives because they can no longer bear the abuse received from
their instructors and classmates. An elementary school is dangerous for many children whose
families identify as lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender (Ryan 34). Like their peers, kids are
exposed to heteronormative messages about who is deserving of love, respect, and protection
and who is not. Consequently, they learn to defend and change the information they
communicate about their own families and relationships (Ryan 34).

Media Role: Identification, Idealization, and Desire

During their early years of socialization, children are exposed to a wide range of
media and books. As a result of marketing sexuality in children's media, some children may
start thinking about their sexuality at a younger age. Most individuals do not come out as
lesbian or queer until they are 20 years old (Herek 20). People in the millennial generation are
becoming more open about their feelings of attraction to people of the same sex earlier in life.
Media role models are said to influence an individual's personality characteristics and values
viaidentification.

There are two types of identification suggested by Feilitzen and Linne in 1975.
Similarity ldentification is described as identifying parallels or idealizing media figures and
living vicariously via their actions. On the other hand, Wishful Identification happens when a
person aspires to resemble a media character because of the media figure's enticing traits (e.g.,
fame, beauty, etc.). When it comes to the identity formation of children and teenagers,
Matthews observed that pre-schoolers closely connected with and play with their favourite
fictional characters from television and movies. When it comes to their social behaviour,
young children look up to their peers on television and in movies as role models. Sexual
identity or gender identity may also be seen in this light. According to Matthews, "the media
may also have a good impact on the social lives of children and teenagers." (Matthews 135)
On the other hand, the media may have a detrimental effect on children and adolescents by
presenting them with bad role models and by exposing them to disturbing imagery. He
concluded that media experiences or what may also be referred to as media memories
contribute to people's formation of their sense of self and that these experiences stay
prominent throughout early adulthood and maybe beyond as well.

Television frequently presents fictitious personalities engaged in work-related
activities, and it is one of the numerous critical contributors to occupational knowledge for
youngsters. Though there appears to be no research on the impact of televised occupational
depictions on economically disadvantaged teens, even though television may be an
incredibly essential source of work-related information for this group.
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Children's Parasocial Relations

Children's lives are entwined in social interactions with actual people, imaginary
pals, or media characters (Calvert 93). According to Piaget, animism develops in early
infancy when nonhuman creatures are handled as if they were living, blurring the boundaries
between imagination and reality. An opportunity exists to use media characters as early social
partners who might influence social interactions that lead to the development of empathy and
the understanding that others have emotions and needs. Developing these abilities is essential
to a child's early and later friendships, social competence, and cognitive development. When
it comes to children's media, parasocial relationships (PSRs) are characterized as one-way,
emotionally charged interactions that a viewer has with a media figure that they like
(Hoffner328). PSRs for 3- to 4-year-old children are multidimensional, according to research
by Bradley J. Bond, Sandra L. Calvert and Melissa N. Richards. However, the specific
dimensions that comprise young children's PSRs differ somewhat across studies (studies of
Bond & Calvert; Hoffner; Richards & Calvert; Rosaen & Dibble). Aside from the fact that the
social requirements of children evolve as they become older, this might be mirrored in their
PSRs with media characters. Children's connections with media characters can be studied
chiefly in terms of how they interact with their favourites.

Social Realism

When it comes to children's media, social realism refers to how they believe their
favourite characters may exist in the real world rather than just being made up. According to
Rosaen and Dibble, in their experiments with youngsters, the level of social realism is
determined by how realistic the character's looks and conduct seem to be compared to the
actual world. The characters in children's media, as defined by (Rosaen & Dibblel145), are
often fanciful, animated beings or creatures who appear in stories in which the seemingly
improbable happens like conversing with animals. There is a good chance that even very
young children may consider media characters as fictitious creations because of the ease they
can distinguish between fiction and reality. However, the methods in which media characters
are programmed in television and cinema may encourage young children to see them as more
genuine or real rather than fictitious creations based on mere imagination. A great feeling of
realism may be conveyed in children's media characters via their movement and interaction,
for example, nonhuman media characters are capable of speaking, walking on two feet, and
displaying human-like facial emotions, among other things. A common feature of many
instructional television shows for children is the use of characters who seem to be waiting for
children's reactionsi.e., a parasocial interaction that creates a simulated conversation between
achild and a media character (Lauricella et al. 224).

As talked about by Richert et al. in “Media as social partners: The social nature of
young children's learning from screen media,” for young children, this simulated social
contingency may be a valuable tool for helping them grasp social reality. Experience and
maturity both have a role in children's comprehension of the social realism of media
characters. As children get older, they are exposed to more media, and their ability to
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distinguish between fiction and reality grows. Research conducted by Richards and Calvert in
2016 concluded that younger children are more prone to believe in the reality of their
favourite fictional characters than older ones. Consequently, as noted by Philip. J. Auter in
“Psychometric: TV that talks back: An experimental validation of a parasocial interaction
scale,” social realism may become less prevalent in children's parasocial relations as they get
older and interact with more media characters.

Character Personification and Attachment of Children: Anthropomorphism

PSRs for both children and adults are characterized by a strong sense of connection to
media figures. A high-quality friendship may be defined as one in which the kid feels safe and
secure in their relationship with another person. These sentiments include trust, nurturance,
and emotional stability. When we feel connected to fictional characters in our favourite shows
and movies, it is similar to how we feel about the people in our actual lives.

Regarding the severity of PSI, people with anxious-ambivalent attachment styles
were more likely than others to experience PSI with media characters. Cole argued that
individuals with insecure attachment patterns seek to obtain emotional stability by
developing parasocial interaction with media figures (Cole & Leets 497). According to both
parent and child PSR measurements, a kid's favourite television figure provides a sense of
security, protection, and trust (Rosaen et al. 382). For example, Rosaen et al. observed that
both maltreated and typically developing youngsters reported enjoying the comfort and
features of real-world friendships in identical ways.

Giles has stated that to build connections with media characters that may provide
emotional stability; the character should be seen as person-like i.e., the character should be
personified. (Giles 293) According to this idea, people who see media characters as person-
like may lessen their emotions of doubt and boost their sentiments of attraction and affinity.
Because some children's favourite media characters are presented as human beings, they may
be personified, like Dora the Explorer. On the other hand, many other famous figures are
anthropomorphized animals or objects, like Winnie the Pooh.

Queerness and Masochism in Frozen

Works featuring female characters in Disney animation began in 1937 with 'Snow
White and the Seven Dwarfs'. After that, 11 female characters appeared until 'Rapunzel’ in
2010. The female characters started out as obedient, domestic. They revealed their identity
through marriage with a prince, and developed into the character of a female warrior who is
independent, pioneering, and sometimes saves the country and leads men. However, the
ending of Disney animation still does not deviate from institutional and traditional discourse.
The female character who met the male protagonist ended up with a kiss and marriage, or it
was to show the virtue of sacrifice for men. However, Elsa in 'Frozen' is a character with a
subjective identity that is distinct from the masculine, patriarchal, heterosexual dichotomous
discourse shown in Disney so far. The gender identity of Elsa's character can be viewed
through queer lens, a concept that deconstructs the distinction between sex and gender and

18



Komal Yadav/Dr. Nipun Kalia/Conceal, not Feel: Sexual Ambiguity and Queerness Literary Voice/Dec. 2022

deconstructs the gender concept by performative and typed behaviour, and deconstructs the
dichotomous nature of male/female, heterosexual/homosexuality. It can be said that queer
performativeness blurs the boundary between lesbian-gay sexuality and heterosexuality, and
it can be said that this parody strategy leads to a politicism that resists the dominant discourse.
Elsa's performance is at the borderline between sister love and heterosexuality. If analysed
from a heterosexual perspective, Elsa's identity should be understood only as the love of a
sister, intimacy with her sister. On the other hand, if we focus on the relationship between
women, the relationship between Elsa and Anna is perceived from a queer perspective.
Viewed from the concept of a lesbian continuum, the queer love of Disney female characters
with identity restrictions looks like a bond between women, so sexual desire can be concealed
more easily than between heterosexual love. Elsa develops into a performative identity
through suppression and expression of queer identity. It can be seen that the magic she
possesses is recognized in Arendelle's worldview, from the existence of taboo and fear in the
early days to the existence of a lesbian phallus. It is viewed as a meaningful phallus against the
privileges in the heterosexual patriarchal system.

Apparently positive depiction of female queerness shows how Frozen's gender
differentiation orbits around an eroticized line to femininity favourable to the 'male gaze.' In
the post-structuralist context, this movie is a repetition of Freud's fort/da image, imitating the
child's game in which the absence of agency in parting from the mother is repeated at the
allegorical level. The exposure of the absence of agency is masochistic, depicting discomfort
just to better appreciate the delayed pleasure of mother's coming back. When Frozen connects
these pleasures to their male gay codings, in visual and narrative terms, it showcases a
multifaceted identification of spectatorial pleasure with a masochistic meaning of queerness.
The display of Elsa's outing, after she escapes into a wilderness frozen by her frantic magical
retort to Anna's efforts to open up the stifled castle to the outside world, is implied in a gender-
specific style.

Elsa transforms, in this scene, from a huddled figure constricted by her socially-

conditioned regalia, the full extent of her body (which is partially concealed behind

her enveloping arms) outside the frame of a medium shot, to a strutting, sexualized
figure, in both senses of the word, her entire body (and particularly the over-
exaggerated distinction between waist and hips) revealed through a long shot. She
not only magically changes her clothing and hairstyle, but awakens her sexual nature

along with her homosexuality. (Geal 100)

This transformation can be indicative of a positive approach to queerness (or female
queerness) for its spectators. The film breaks the narrative binary, of the male being active and
female counterpart being passive, but also strengthens the traditional visual binary of the
cinema.

Queer Overtones in Winnie the Pooh
Through the personification of stuffed animals in Winnie the Pooh, sexual ambiguity
isused to demonstrate that one's sexuality is not one's identity, providing a healthy message to

children that combats heterocentrism. The characters deconstruct the gender roles and have
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ambiguous names and use ambiguous pronouns. The main character, Pooh is represented as
somewhat 'asexual' and remains without clothes mostly in the books. However, in the movie it
is shown wearing a bright red vest which is too small for him. Red colour is provenly thought
to suggest passion and sexuality which are in turn thought of in relation to females (Yadav and
Kalia 93). This colour symbolism has been talked about in a book: “The Meaning of Colors”
by Herman Cerrato as well (Cerrato 4). It is representative of sexual passion and sexuality.
Clothing provides several of the visual cues for gender. While it is likely to consider the work
on fashion, dress, and gender as a subdivision of dress studies, it is imperative to recognize
that it is just as much a subdivision of gender studies. Even before the advent of the modern
notion of gender, dress scholars in anthropology, psychology, sociology, and art history
highlighted the differences between male and female adornment and associated them to the
cultural and social roles of men and women. Conclusively, Pooh has a contentious and
ambiguous sexual identity.

In the movie, some of the traditional ways are dismantled and a space for new
possibilities is opened up. This is symbolically done in many ways. Eeyore loses his tail
which was understood as an essential component of his being. He struggles with accepting
himselfthe way he is. This is characteristic of the struggle for acceptance and self—realization
queer population faces. Also, the fact that everyone looks for alternatives for his tail as a
replacement option, the alternatives also suggest the different colours of gender and sexual
identity. All of these however stand subject to Eeyore's own acceptance and agreement. Apart
from this, we witness incorrectly spelt words i.e., diverting from the usually followed
conventions. For example, “Hunny” for Honey, “Gon out” for Gone out, “Bizy” for Busy,
“Don't Nock” for Don't Knock, “Pliz Ring” for Please Ring, “Tael” for Tail, etc. All this
irrefutably signals towards breaking the conventions.
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Abstract

Aravind Adiga's oeuvre is remarkable for its tangible depiction of the multifaceted issues that
inform the social and cultural fabric of contemporary Indian society. Following the
Dickensian tradition, Adiga tries to engage with the readers through a critical analysis of the
problems such as caste and class permeating the everyday reality of most Indians. In addition
to this, he has recently dealt with taboo topics such as gender and sexuality, in an attempt to
give voice to the sexually marginalized communities. Belonging to the genre of coming-of-
age fiction, Selection Day (2016) invariably traces the coming-of-age of two adolescents in
the backdrop of a game of cricket. Though Adiga manages to bring about the participation
and visibility of non-normative adolescents, his work falls into the category that uses
homophobic discourse to propel the narrative. The present paper attempts to look at the
representation of same-sex desire among adolescents in the coming-of-age genre through a
close reading of Selection Day. The paper will also examine the position of queer adolescents
who go beyond the heterosexual script in the Indian sports fraternity. Furthermore, the paper
will also aim to discuss the place of queer coming-of-age narratives in Indian Writings in
English.

Keywords: Same-Sex Desire, Adolescents, Coming-Of-Age, Non-Normativity, Homophobia,
Sports

skeskosk

The Man-Booker prize-winning Indo-Australian author, Aravind Adiga's venture
into the world of literature from a journalistic background has given him the accessibility to
portray contemporary India in all its multitudes. His keen insight to dwell upon the substratum
of Indian reality has enabled him to seek out new territories and to reflect upon the life that
later informs the core of the neo-liberal society. Following what Dickens and Balzac have
done through their literary productions to better the societies in England and France, Adiga
webs out his narratives around the ills and nuances that trouble the middle-class lives by
“unravelling the undeniable truths” which are hidden in the social, cultural, and moral fabric
of Indian society (Mishra 80). After recounting the fascinating success story about the
overnight rise of one character from rags to riches in The White Tiger, Adiga extends his
critique of the social evils through another captivating and engrossing novel, Selection Day.
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Published in 2016, Selection Day is Adiga's third novel, and it is a cleverly spawned coming-
of-age narrative of two siblings—Radha and Manju. The narrative powerfully binds together
the “societal phenomenon of class construction, and an unquenchable thirst for money”,
along with the depiction of unfulfilled desires and preordained destinies (Yadav 154). The
author foresees and addresses the theme of homosexuality, which is unheard of in the sports
fraternity, so far, by incorporating a game of cricket in the backdrop of the novel. This paper,
through a close reading of the Selection Day, attempts to trace the coming-of-age of two non-
normative adolescents growing up gay in a predominantly heterosexual environment.
Further, with the aid of Queer theoretical framework, the analysis will also look at the
representation of same-sex desire in coming-of-age narratives in the Indian literary context.

Asdefined in 4 Reader's Guide to Contemporary Literary Theory, Queer Theory is a
“radical rethinking of the relationship between subjectivity, sexuality and representation”
within the textual and societal discourse (Seldon 253). Deriving from Gay and Lesbian
theory—which focuses on male and female homosociality respectively—queer theory holds
the binary natures of gender and sexuality under erasure to bring forward a multiplicity of
identities. It also seeks to disrupt the essentializing tendencies that have been so rampant in
literary, social, and scientific domains. In a literary context, the queer theory “focuses on
eliminating binary oppositions, whether linguistic or thematic, by either resisting or
subverting the presence of gender and sexual stereotypes within a body of text” (Goldsmith
12). Queer coming-of-age novels—those adolescent novels explicating storylines and
characters within the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, and Queer (LGBTQ+)
community—serve a vital purpose in normalizing queer culture for readers. These works of
fiction are loaded with the responsibility of depicting a positive representation of queer
identities to young readers thereby giving alternate sexualities the visibility that they truly
deserve. As a genre, coming-of-age novels find little or no space within the Indian literary
tradition. In addition to this, queer coming-of-age novels struggle to find their existence since
the development of a child or an adolescent is considered unstable as compared to adults
within the Indian literary scenario and consequently, one cannot even trace their presence in
the dominant narrative frames. Since the 1990s, a few writers have started to come up with
themes of homosexuality in their works like Firdaus Kanga, and Abha Dawesar and their
narratives have at least initiated the representation of adolescents with same-sex desires as
opposed to what was so prevalent in Indian English literature. With the beginning of the
twenty-first century, more writers started to advance whatever was already established in this
genre, thus providing a greater range of possibilities for diversity and celebration of queer
identities.

Aravind Adiga, in an attempt to present queer transgressions, moulded his
eponymous characters, Balram and Ashok in a heterosexual environment nourishing
ambiguous desires. This ambiguity in itself gives forth innumerable possibilities for desires
among people. Following this, Adiga has churned out another story about the growing up of
two adolescents in the city of Mumbai, thereby introducing explicitly the presence of
homosexual characters and desires even when the concept itself was a criminal offense in
India when the work got published. With representation comes the visibility of the
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marginalized sections, but how far the representation has yielded the due visibility of
adolescents with alternative sexuality is taken into question in this paper. According to
developmental psychology, adolescence marks the beginning of identifying one's sexuality
and coming-of-age narratives invariably trace the emerging sexuality. In Selection Day, the
twelve-year-old Manjunath Kumar's second encounter with Javed Ansari sent Manju “the
same charge of electricity an ornithologist feels when he catches sight of a rare migratory
species of bird” (Adiga 63). What went through Manju at the sight of Javed Ansari is different
from what his brother Radha Kumar felt. While Radha and Mohan Kumar imagined a
potential rival in Javed Ansari, Manju experienced a sort of chord connecting with the snobby
boy and this precludes the budding of a new friendship that is about to develop in the course of
the novel.

At the very outset of the novel, Adiga foregrounds the chasm that exists between
Manjunath Kumar and Javed Ansari as seen through the eyes of Manju's father. Mohan Kumar
sees his sons as opportunities to climb up the social hierarchy by establishing Radha and
Manju as the first and second-best batsmen respectively. This explains Mohan Kumar's
migration from Ratnagirihalli, a poor taluk in Alur to Dahisar in Mumbai. Again and again, the
change in his location to Chedda Nagar sheds light on the chutney seller's deepest aspiration to
make his sons famous and launch them into the world of cricket, which in itselfis a voucher for
him to escape to the higher social strata of society. In Adiga's buoyant and socially penetrating
novel, Manju and his brother thus enter “in the filtration system that sucks in strong wrists,
quick reflexes and supple limbs from every part of the city, channels them through school
teams, club championships, and friendly matches for years and years, and then one sudden
morning pours them out into an open field where two or maybe three new players will be
picked for the Mumbai Trophy Team” (Adiga 6).

Such was Javed's charm upon Manju that any of Mohan Kumar's preaching did not
affect the budding batsman. After passing so many black sewers, and many concrete towers,
Manju reached Payyade Sports Club only to find a black Honda City stopping behind him.
“One look at him and Manju knew that they had both arrived at the club early for the same
reason: to see if the other one would also be there” (Adiga 112). Another instance where
Manju's desire to be with Javed can be seen when his thoughts came to a sudden halt when he
felt the presence of Javed somewhere around him:

Then someone whistled-the air filled with perfume-and a boy in a blue cap passed

right by him. Farewell at once to both man-made and natural elements. Tucking his

textbook under his arm, Manju followed Javed Ansari. (83)

Instead of brushing off the attraction they mutually had, these adolescents try to figure out
what was happening with their emotions. This gives out the space to explore desires and helps
in gay identity development as put forward by Cass. In the six-stage model of Gay identity
development, Cass refers to Identity acceptance as “more and more validating and
normalizing contact with other lesbians and gay men, helps people to increasingly accept
themselves. While passing as heterosexual becomes a habit by this stage, some selective self-
disclosures may occur at this stage. There may also be only limited contact with heterosexuals
and this reduces feelings of alienation” (qtd. in Ranade 15).
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Though Adiga attempts to churn out a space that is conducive to the growth of non-
normative adolescents, he still used homophobic discourse as the primary source for plot and
character development, with a majority of the characters referring to homosexuality in
negative ways and reinforcing the use of secret coded language regarding sexuality. Wickens
claims that “communities often used metaphors or roundabout phrases to discuss
themselves,” and protect the community from harmful outsiders (Wickens 155). The queer
community is not an exception to this concept. This kind of coded language provides the
community members the safety they are seeking, but sometimes it inadvertently becomes the
double-edged sword that isolates the people it strives to protect. The coded language that is in
use will reinforce the need for secrecy of queer identities and they are unable to express
themselves openly without the fear of there being repercussions, ultimately silencing their
queer experience to the outside world. Javed Ansari, the openly out gay boy's engagement
with Manju is almost always in the form of rhetoric, which only Javed understands, and
Manju's bewilderment in understanding the same shows his inexperience in the world of
homosexuals. The first time after Javed helped Manju to shave off his beard to reveal a
shining new face, by “fogging the glass with his breath, and wetting his finger, Javed wrote on
it:

Roses rred
Violets r blu
Uragiant
Oruratool

"You know what this poem means, or shall [ explain?' (Adiga 157).

The author tries to challenge the notions of homophobia by taking up a subject that is
considered taboo in the current cultural scenario but leaves the situation intact through the
usage of homophobia as the primary catalyst of the novel. This leaves the impression that
while disbanding heteronormativity, the portrayal of homophobia is also a necessary
component of queer identities in coming-of-age narratives. Works relying on these
stereotypical methods are highly problematic as readers are not only presented with the same
narrative that trivializes the queer experience as a constant battle between acceptance and
rejection but is also shown that most often these battles are fought in vain, as homophobia
cannot be conquered. This kind of homophobia is perpetuated in the works by presenting
homosexuality as a negative entity. This is evident when twice, Manju attempts to degrade
Javed and his sexuality by stating that he is a 'homo'. For Instance:

Walking around him to the open door, Manju stopped, and just to make absolutely

sure that this had all not been a waste, that this would be final, and he would not see

his pathetic face again in the morning at the cricket practice, he whispered, as he went
past, the word that he and his brother had written three years ago on Javed Ansari's

chest-guard. "You homo'. (256)

Repeated usage of this term as a derogatory remark will only add to the existing homophobic
discourse. Though the novel attempts to normalize queer identities, they do so by reinforcing
the otherness of the community. Rather than deconstruct the framework of heterosexist
arguments, the novel harnesses these to drive the plot. After a brief encounter with Javed
Ansari, when Manju came back, Mohan Kumar turned the volume of the TV and asked his
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son to listen to the news:

As Manju obeyed his father, the newsreader announced that two more ministers in

Madhya Pradesh had stated... increasingly fashionable practice of homosexuality,

sanctioned neither by the Indian Penal Code nor by four thousand years of Hindu

Civilization, should be curbed at once and that nationwide 'rehabilitation centers'

should be established, incorporating a daily regimen of cold showers and group

exercises for young deviants, so they could learn the value of physical hygiene and

family life. (Adiga 171)

Another instance of using the homophobic discourse is when Javed Ansari, stirring the coca-
cola with his right hand, turned the pages of the lawbook until he reached Section
377—Unnatural Offences:

Whoever voluntarily has carnal intercourse against the order of nature with any man,

woman or animal shall be punished with imprisonment for life, or with imprisonment

of either description for a term which may extend to ten years, and shall also be liable

to fine. (Adiga 243)

Though Javed was getting to know about the establishment of the times he lived, the
revolt he felt by “drawing a giant penis over the page, before embellishing it with
appropriately sized balls and pubic hair” shows the lack of queer affirmative literature or law
to safeguard the emotions that he identified within himself (Adiga 243). As stated by
Wickens, “Heteronormative assumptions, including homophobic attitudes, beliefs, and
behaviours provide the root for the internal and external conflict for the characters in the
majority of LGBTQ-themed books” (153). These allusions are often based on historical
allusions to psychiatric deviation and illness. The pathologization of Queer identity
reinforces its otherness and this fuels the heterosexist discourse. Homosexuality and all other
sexualities are demonized for being abnormal whereas heterosexuality is seen as normal and
healthy. Thomas Crisp's “From Romance to Magic Realism: Limits and Possibilities in Gay
adolescent Fiction” delineates that the consistent reliance upon homophobic discourse is
toxic to the genre itself:

Within the growing canon of gay young adult literature, authors who rely upon

homophobic discourse may hope that their work will educate readers about the

“problem” of homophobia, but the recurring reliance upon homophobia as a literary

mechanism to engender “realism” in literature simultaneously implies that

homophobia is too large an issue to confront and is ultimately bad, but inevitable

behaviour. (339)

Thus, it is evident from the placement of the characters that Adiga has used this kind of
homophobic discourse to propel his narrative. But from the depiction of characters, he hasn't
relied upon the stereotypical construction of secondary characters as queer and the
protagonist supporting the coming-of-age/out-of-supporting characters. Adiga dared to
portray Manjunath Kumar and Javed Ansari as Queer but the visibility which they receive in
the course of the novel is debatable.

While there is increasing emphasis on gay-affirmative literature, there still exist large
gaps in understanding the lived experience of persons who transgress norms of gender and
sexuality, and whatever is available as literature on affirmative practice is restricted to adults
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and there is a dearth of literature that is available to adolescents and young adults to grow up
with. Here, Adiga brings his Selection Day, with queer affirmative as well as confused
characters who are trying to find a space in the surroundings they live. Adding to this, Adiga
well-drafted a queer coming-of-age narrative in the backdrop of a game of cricket, to figure
out the existence of non-normative individuals in the sports fraternity. The novel in particular
talks about Cricket and Srinivasan Ramani, in his article “Cricket, Excesses and Market
Mania,” has depicted how cricket has a lot to play with the economy of India:

Cricket in India has become the only sport that has captured widespread mass and

media attention. The popularity of the sport has increased in leaps and bounds and the

way the sport has been managed and administered has reflected the dominant mode of

economic transactions in the country. (Ramani 2008)

In India, Cricket is a billion-dollar business. Every businessman tries to manoeuvre the
lucrative opportunities which cricket has bolstered in recent times. For Anand Mehta, Cricket
is all about an investment from which he can extract money. Radha and Manju are his
investments and through his sponsorship, the siblings are asked to provide him with lifelong
returns. Mohan Kumar dedicates his life to his sons so that the boys can secure a place in the
domain of cricket. Radha and Manju, following the musings of their father, were not even
given a choice to look for other career alternatives. It's only when Radha got ousted from the
game, that he got a chance to explore other areas in life. Manju, all the while was stuck in the
web which Mohan Kumar laid because of the scholarship he received as part of his cricketing
career. Javed Ansari, with his nuanced ability to play and monetary power, chose to not stay
back in the field because of the heteronormative system that the fraternity upholds. Javed in a
conversation with Manju states that:

'No. There is another reason, Captain,' Javed said, 'that [ had to leave cricket, and it's

the same reason you too will have to leave, sooner or later.'

"When we were in Uttar Pradesh, my father asked me if I wasn't interested in girls."...

'And I said, if I'm not, what is your problem, Daddy?"...

'Do whatever you want, as long as it doesn't cost me any money.

Man, I love my father sometimes.' (Adiga 194)

Javed clearly states to Manju his reason to leave his illustrious career as it always
curbed his freedom to exercise his sexuality. Since he couldn't find an outlet to be free and be
himself, he chose to leave the game itself. This was possible only because of the social position
he had. Had it been Manju, the struggle to make a living out of Cricket would have crushed his
desire to live as a homosexual boy. Still, Javed admonishes Manju that his sexuality would be
the same reason that he would be leaving the crease one day. Javed has come out very early in
his adolescence possibly because of the presence of a supporting parent. The presence of such
members within the family enables queer adolescents to identify and come to terms with their
gender identities and sexualities. Javed continues, 'one time the wicket-keeper from the Dadar
school asked me, you're a gay or what? Manju, has no one asked you yet?' (Adiga 192). The
question left Manju puzzled because even the very thought of identifying as gay in the family
background in which he grew up was a near-impossible thing to do let alone accept what he
innately feels before the public. Being a queer affirmative person, Javed asks Manju:

.. . stop being a slave. What's your problem if someone calls you gay?' ... I know
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you're scared of everything . . . But why just look at everything? It's not normal. Do

something . . . I'm asking you, what are you scared of? It's all normal, man. Don't let

your brain control you. (Adiga 193)

Thus, Adiga has successfully portrayed a homosexual boy, growing up in the city of
Mumbai even when section 377 existed, criminalizing any other forms of sexuality that
transgresses the heterosexual domain. Since the publication of Adiga's work in 2016, one can
witness an increasing amount in the production of queer coming-of-age narratives, thus
bridging the gap that existed in Indian Writings in English. Most works of fiction still follow
the tradition of homophobic discourse along with challenging the established notions of
gender and sexuality. At the time of the publication of the novel, homosexuality in India was a
punishable offense. Adiga not only addresses the issue of homosexual culture in society but
extends it to the sports community as well. In a country where no sportsperson has come out
openly as homosexual, Adiga, by depicting immense challenges, gently confutes the
possibility of the same in the foreseeable future.

Works Cited

Adiga, Aravind. Selection Day. Harper Collins, 2016.

Crisp, Thomas. “From Romance to Magical Realism: Limits and Possibilities in Gay
Adolescent Fiction.” Children's Literature in Education, vol.40, no.4, Nov.2009.
pp- 333-348.

Goldsmith, John. The Evolution of Queer Representation in the Young Adult Genre. 2016.
Western Oregon U, Honors Senior Theses. Digitalcommons,
https://digitalcommons.wou.edu/honors_theses/96.

Gupta, Tanu. “De-Stereotyping Body and Desires: A Study A. Revathi's The Truth about Me.”
Literary Voice,vol. 1,n0.15,2021, pp. 62—69.

Mishra, Binod, and Surya Prakash Verma. “The Politics of Success: Unravelling the Streaks
of 'Cricket' in Aravind Adiga's Selection Day.” Literary Voice, vol.l. no.17,
Mar.2022, pp.80-85.

Ramani, Srinivasan. “Cricket, Excesses and Market Mania.” Economic and Political Weekly,
vol.43,n0. 10, pp. 13-15.2008.

Ranade, Ketki. Growing Up Gay in Urban India: A Critical Psychosocial Perspective.
Springer,2018.

Selden, Raman, et al. 4 Reader's Guide to Contemporary Literary Theory. 5th ed., Harlow:
Pearson Education Limited, 2005.

Wickens, Corrine M. “Codes, Silences, and Homophobia: Challenging Normative. Springer,

vol.42,2011,pp 148-164.

Yadav, Ankur. “Cultural Spectrum in Aravind Adiga's Selection Day.” IJELLH, vol. 8, no. 5,

May 2020, pp. 153-161.

29



Portrayal of Indian Homophobia in the Select Works of R. Raj Rao

Shiksha Bala
Research Scholar
Department of English
Chandigarh University, Gharuan
Mohali (Punjab) India
shiksha671139@gmail.com

Dr. Tanu Gupta
Professor
Department of English
Chandigarh University, Gharuan
Mohali (Punjab) India
tanu.e9349@cumail.in

Abstract

Homophobia is a prejudicial fear and hatred towards homosexuals, it can be physical and
psychological persecution of a homosexual person. Rao presents a dichotomous approach to
the depiction of Indian homophobia. On one hand, his narratives show that homophobia is
prevalent in India. His works depict the physical, mental, and emotional violence against
queer people. There is an explicit lack of family support and discrimination from society and
the police. On the other hand, Rao in Criminal Love? Queer Theory, Culture, and Politics in
India (2017) claims that real homophobia does not exist in India. Indian homophobia is
purely in the "cosmetic sense" rather than its "technical semse" because, on the
moral\immoral ground, both homosexuals and heterosexuals are equivalent. Both receive
equal hatred when caught cuddling up in public places, unlike in the orthodox Christian
West, where homosexuality has been seen as a sin rather than a crime. This research paper
will examine Rao's Criminal Love? Queer Theory, Culture, and Politics in India (2017),
Hostel Room 131 (2010), and The Boyfriend (2003) as a point of reference to highlight how
sexual minorities experience discrimination and how Indian homophobia differs from the
West.

Keywords: Homophobia, Homosexuals, Heterosexual, Discrimination, Queer, Sexual
Minority

skskosk
Introduction
Ramachandrapurapu Raj Rao is an Indian writer, poet, and ex-HOD of the
Department of English at the University of Savitribai Phule, Pune. He has been a prominent

gay-rights activist and openly gay for the last forty years, writing extensively on India's gay
life in recent decades. Rao picks up issues, notions, and theories within the domain of queer
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studies and examines the everyday experiences of Indian queers. He underlines the sites of
transgression within a seemingly heteronormative society and analyzes all the aspects of the
struggle of being queer in a particular atmosphere. As a queer writer and theorist, Rao
continually destabilizes normativity and deconstructs the idea of 'normal'. His Indian queer
texts push the boundaries of heteronormativity. He embarks upon finding a cohesive
understanding of alternative sexualities in India's current social and political realities. The
first section of the paper examines the portrayal of homophobia in Hostel Room 131 (2010)
and The Boyfriend (2003), and the section deals with the distinction between homophobia in
the West and India

Stigmatize Treatment of Sexual Minority

The Boyfriend (2003) is considered one of the first gay novels, which deals with
transgression, alternate spaces, and homophobia in Indian society. The novel narrates the
same-sex relationship of a journalist, Yudi, in his forties, and a nineteen-year-old Dalit boy
named Milind. Yudi is an upper-class English-speaking journalist living in Mumbai. He often
visits the loo of Churchgate station and picks up boys randomly, especially working-class
boys, for casual sex. He relishes a promiscuous life and frequently has sexual activity in
public locations. The novel explores the unseen and chaotic side of Mumbai's gay subculture.
Atthe beginning of the novel, Rao gives precise details of the public gents' toilets of the city as
the sites of homoerotic desires. He describes the Churchgate loo as:

The Churchgate loo has two sections. By convention one of them is the gay wing, the

other the other the straight. The hetero wing of course has a better supply of

mainstream men, but one dare not cruise in that area for fear of being bashed up. (6)

Rao further describes the loo as a supplier of men for twenty-four hours and the site of
secret homosexual activities in the city. "The gents' toilet at Churchgate provided a twenty-
four hour supply of men; the amount of semen that went down the urine bowls was enough to
start a sperm bank" (2). It is difficult to imagine such places as a site of homosexual activities
for those who have spaces in mainstream society to satisfy their desires. Rao's creation of
queer space for his gay subject in the dirty confines of a public toilet reflects the queer
political agenda to thrash out a buffer zone for the minoritized sexual subculture. The toilets
represent the mainstream's homophobic ideology toward gay subculture. Toilets are the only
safe space for sexual minorities in the city:

The stinking places were always humming with erotic activity. Orgies in the dark,

amidst piss and shit. The foul smell, somehow, made sex more enjoyable. Having

spent so much of his life in these loos Yudi has come to the conclusion that there was

indeed something sexual about filth. (28)

Rao's placing of same-sex activities in such spaces, therefore, parodies "normal" sensibilities
of the clean and unclean. Same-sex sexual activities are thereby presented as "unclean".
Filthy places, therefore, are used by Rao as a narrative tool to critique societal phobia of the
traditionally held views of a clean body and a clean mind. The toilet spaces used act as a harsh
critique of society's homophobic ideology, created in a dominant patriarchal society
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propagating a heterosexual ideology for social control.

Hostel Room 131(2010) is a love story between two young men, Siddharth and
Sudhir, in an engineering college hostel. The narrative is a way to understand the issues facing
young gay men in present-day India. Rao makes Sudhir undergo a sex change operation, a
physical transformation, and becomes Sumati to live together as a same-sex couple in India.
Atthe end of the novel, they have to fly to America to live as a normal couple. Thus, the novel
becomes reflective of homophobic modern India, driven to a sex change operation as the only
solution to live in matrimonial bliss. Rao uses a parallel narrative, the love story of Anarkali
and Raj Kumar, a Hijra-Koti couple, to further bring out the marginalization of the queer
subculture in Indian society. In India, Hijras are identified as neither male nor female, and
they are referred to as the "third gender". Anarkali was born as a male but undertook her
castration rite and became a woman. Rao highlights the condition of the Hijra community
through Anarkali, depicting how Hijras beg during the daytime and work as prostitutes at
night for their living. Rajkumar is a Kothi. Kothis are feminine men who engage in sex with
men in a passive way. They are men but always take a passive role in bed with men. In the
novel, Raj Kumar faces an extreme kind of homophobia. He leaves school because his
classmates always harass him for his sexual orientation. "Classmates teased him, calling him
names. 'Chhakka,' they would viciously say. One or two even molested him on the school
grounds. Unable to take it, Raj Kumar had left school" (101). He is living a dual life; despite
the fact that he is about to marry Anarkali, he is unable to come out to his family:

His putative family had no idea he was, at that moment, solemnizing wedding vows

with a hijra. They had their own marriage plans for him and were showing his

photograph to the parents of girls of their caste. Raj Kumar was doomed to live a

schizophrenic life, comprising his parents, wife, children, and job in the plaza by day,

and Anarkali, sex work and the company of fellow kotis by night. And neither side
would ever become aware of the existence of the other. This was what the total solar

eclipse had prophesied for him. (110)

Compulsory heterosexuality is a term that criticizes the very notion of
heterosexuality; as the only form of sexuality that exists by exposing its socially constructed
nature. It postulates that heterosexuality is commonly represented as a natural, inborn, and
freely chosen form of sexuality. Heterosexuality, instead, is the outcome of "compulsory"
social arrangements that marginalize and eliminate same-sex relationships while normalizing
opposite-sex relationships. Compulsory heterosexuality is a term coined by Adrienne Rich in
her influential lesbian feminist essay, Compulsory Heterosexuality and Lesbian Existence
(1980). She points out that compulsory heterosexuality is deeply rooted in our day-to-day
lives through social and political institutions. Heterosexuality, according to Rich, is not just a
matter of personal choice but rather has to be "maintained by force" (Rich, 1980). In Hostel
Room 131, Rao makes Sudhir undergo a sex change operation as the only way to live in a
country driven by compulsory heterosexuality where two men can't get married, but a man
and a woman can. Sudhir states:

If I'm aman and am caught having sex with another man, people will call me chhakka

or a homo—both words of abuse . . . But if | am a woman, they'll accept my

relationship with a man. Because it's a relationship that society understands. So, in a
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way, I'm doing it not just for myself, but also for society. (204)

Compulsory heterosexuality often leads to internalized homophobia. Rao portrays
Milind as a victim of internalized homophobia. Right from the beginning of the novel, Milind
is not sure about his sexual preferences. He is not as radical in his thoughts and attitude as a
gay person like Yudi. He always hesitates to count himself as a member of the gay community.
His sexual identity remains heteronormative throughout the novel; he always plays the
"active" role in bed and thinks that it does not make him a member of the homosexual
community. He does not want to be called a "chhakka", a homosexual. After his return from
the A. K. Modeling Agency, he blames Yudi for his sexual promiscuity. "You are the one who
has ruined my life. It's because of you that I became a homo . . . I would never have landed up
at a place like A. K Modeling Agency and become a prostitute. Shame on you" (Boyfriend
210). Milind eventually gets married to a girl of his family's choice and becomes a part of the
mainstream heteronormative society. He doesn't want his wife to know the other side of him.

Conversion therapy is a practice used to change the sexual orientation of a
homosexual person and convert him to a heterosexual one by using spiritual, physical, and
psychological methods. There is no scientific proof that a person's sexual orientation can be
changed from homo to heterosexuality. These practices are harmful, and medical institutions
warn people against these conversion therapy practices. Although every mainstream medical
and mental health organization has condemned these treatments, some practitioners continue
to practice conversion therapy due to ongoing discrimination against LGBTQ people.
Conversion therapy has been linked to depression, anxiety, drug use, homelessness, and
suicide among minors. Sudhir's parents took him to Sri Sri Sant Pitamber Maharaja Baba's
ashram for his conversion therapy. Baba claimed to change the gender identity of a
homosexual person and fit him into the heterosexual or cisgender category:

The baba ordered Sudhir to take off his shirt and lie down. A metal plate was placed

on his chest. Fixed to the plate was a cream-coloured cord, at the other end of which

was a 15-watt three-pin plug. The cold metal sent a shiver down Sudhir's spine.

Without warning, the baba put the plug into a socket and switched on the button. A

440-volt current passed through Sudhir's body. (Hostel Room 131 145-146)
After this shock treatment, Sudhir was no longer the same. He refused to recognize his friends
and Siddharth. He even attacked Siddharth with a rusty blade and assaulted him when he tried
to talk to him. Sudhir's parents and uncle accused Siddharth of doing black magic on their son.
They even maltreated him and threatened him to leave their house, "all at once, the third
relative rose, grabbed Siddharth's bag, and threw it out of the front door . . . The first uncle . . .
began to manhandle him. 'Get out of our house, you chhakka, you homosexual" (143).

Sexuality, according to Michel Foucault, is situated inside power structures and
ideologies. In The History of Sexuality (1977-1986), he asserted that some categories of
sexuality were portrayed as abnormal, immoral, and sinful, and so their adherents were
scrutinized. He regarded the sexualized and sexual body as a site of power struggle, in which
various agencies such as legislation and science marked and classified the body in specific
manners prior to 'acting' upon it. Foucault transferred sexuality beyond the realm of the pure
body to discourses and cultures. By labelling certain individuals as aberrant and immoral,
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society presents itself as being conventional and secure. As a result, the labelled group is a
form of 'social control,’ assuming that certain people are intrinsically aberrant. Power
controls what is natural and what is unnatural. When Yudi and Milind developed warts on
their bodies and went to the doctor, he warned them against unnatural sex. He wonders, "how
could the two men be so shameless as to openly admit they had contracted the warts through
anal intercourse? 'No unnatural sex, no warts" (Boyfriend 152).

Homophobia in India and the West

Rao in Criminal Love? Queer Theory, Culture, and Politics in India (2017) claims
that Indian homophobia is different from the West; here both heterosexual and homosexual
couples are equally liable for facing violence when caught cuddling up in public places:

The physical assaults of homosexual men have their equivalent among heterosexuals

as well. Homosexuals cuddling up in a public place are not, as it were, bashed up

because they are gay, but rather because they are perceived as indulging in 'indecent’,

'immoral', and 'corrupting' acts. (78)

He claims that heterosexual actions are capable of performing the same if the couple is from
different castes, class backgrounds, religions, or even if there is a significant age gap between
them (80). Rao cited an autobiographical incident from 2005, in which he was arrested by
policemen for homosexual behavior at Bombay's Chhatrapati Shivaji Station. He offered
them Rs. five thousand as a bribe and the policemen, instead of arresting him (since 377 was
still there), handed him a list of mobile phone numbers of homosexual men and he was asked
to store the numbers. "The numbers will help you gratify your desire" (80), said the
policemen. So for Rao, it was an incident of corruption rather than homophobia.

Amara Das Wilhelm claims in the introduction to the book titled Tritiya-Prakriti: People of
the Third Sex: Understanding Homosexuality, Transgender Identity and Intersex Conditions
Through Hinduism (2008) that:

Hinduism [has] acknowledged a 'third sex', or people who were by nature a

combination of male and female, and such people were considered special in many

ways. They were thoroughly described in the Kama Shastra and were not punished
under the rigid laws of Dharma Shastra. People of the third sex were described as
homosexual, transgender, and intersexed persons; they were such by birth and
consequently allowed to live their lives according to their own nature. (Wilhelm
2008)
In “Globalizing queer? AIDS, homophobia and politics of sexual identity in India” (2007),
Subir K Kole asserts that India is a profoundly polarized country in terms of gender. It is not
permissible to mingle the sexes openly, particularly after puberty. Girls are being kept out of
school in several areas of rural northern India because they are afraid of associating with the
opposite sex. An individual spends a lot of time with others of the same sex in such a society,
and friendship or emotional attachment in such a relationship is quite common. Even when
sexual relationships develop among such friendships, no one prefers to "come out" of the
family to claim their individual autonomy and rights. In this social setting, parents are more
likely to approve of same-sex friendship and spaces than of opposite-sex friendship and
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mixed-gender spaces. As a result, numerous homosocial behaviors such as sharing a bed,
body messaging, hugging, or kissing amongst members of the same-sex community are not
considered gay relationships (Kole 14). Rao in Criminal Love? Queer Theory, Culture, and
Politics in India (2017) claims that in India, man-to-man and woman-to-woman bonding are
considered non-sexual, and sexual attraction is still regarded as gender-specific rather than
gender-neutral. If two individuals of the same sex demonstrate public intimacy, such as
walking hand-in-hand or with arms over each other's shoulders or waists, this is an indication
of their yaari and dosti [Indian term for friendship] and, in some situations, masti [mischief]. If
they live together, they must be considered roommates; nothing less nor more. On the other
hand, if the individuals involved are of opposing sexes, it is automatically assumed to be
sexual (82). He argues:

Heterosexism is today a uniquely Eastern phenomenon. It exists all over the Eastern

world. However, in the West, sexual attraction is gender-specific. Hence, the

extermination of homosexuals in the concentration camps in Nazi Germany, and the
persecution of homosexuals in Greenwich Village, New York City prior to Stonewall

riotof 1969. (83)

According to Rao, this fundamental cultural gap between the East and the West can
sometimes lead to hilarious (and cosmic) bewilderment, as first-time Western visitors to India
who witness men walking hand-in-hand on the streets in broad daylight mistake India for a
homosexual utopia or gay paradise. He argues that "heterosexism provides the perfect
antidote to homophobia by attacking and destroying its very foundation. It guards the
homosexual subject from being recognized and identified, and camouflages his public
behaviour" (Criminal Love? 83).

In their book Same-Sex Love in India: Readings from Literature and History (2000),
Ruth Vanita and Saleem Kidwai argued that homophobia is of western import rather than
homosexuality.

Modern homophobia was imported from Europe (which had a long history of citing

the Bible to torture and execute homosexually inclined people) into India, where, as

far as we know, no one had ever been executed for homosexual behavior until 1588

when the Portuguese rulers in Goa burnt a 15-year-old boy for sodomy. The clearest

manifestation of this homophobia was the anti-sodomy law introduced into the

Indian Penal Code in 1861. (Vanita 2017)

Thus, it may be concluded that homophobia is reversed in India compared to the West, where
homophobes are always the others, the mainstream against the minority. In India, however,
homophobia is largely internalized. For Rao, Indian homophobia is "cosmetic," not
"technical," because homosexuals and heterosexuals are morally identical. Both are hated
when found showing public displays of affection, unlike in the West, and if a homosexual
comes out, he or she shames their whole extended family and relatives.
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Abstract

This study brings forth twofold experiences, uncritical femininity and critical femininity, of
the character of Sita, delineated in Volga's The Liberation of Sita. Revered as the epitome of a
woman and a wife, Sita is studied from a feminist point of view, which allows investigating the
subjugation of women during the phase of 'uncritical equality' to the critical phase of self-
awakening, liberation and alternative living. The merit of the study lies in exploring how Sita
is still relevant to present-day readers. This paper examines the representation of Sita by
Volga with a qualitative approach to feminine sensibility. Moreover, it analyses the text to
bring out the meaning and message of the character of Sita. Val Plumwood's critique of
feminism expressed in Feminism and the Mastery of Nature is incorporated as a
methodological tool to assess the progress of the mythological portrayals of Sita, Ahalya,
Renuka Devi, Urmila and Surpanakha. The study is limited to observation based on Volga's
text-primarily and does not see these portrayals in connection to other fictional
representations of the same mythological characters. This is an attempt to analyse and
elaborate the character of Sita through the yardsticks of modern feminist literary theories.
Keywords: Mythological, Uncritical-Femininity, Epitome, Uncritical-Equality, Liberation,
Feminism

skskok

Introduction

Sahitya Akademy award-winning Telugu author P. Lalitha Kumari a.k.a. Volga once
said that “classical Telugu literature has had a liberal tradition of questioning mythology”
(Bajpai). Volga carries forward this inquisitiveness of Telugu literature through her literary
endeavour in fictions like Vimukta, Yashodhara, etc. which “challenge the traditional norms
of Indian culture (as mirrored in its mythologies), rethink feminism in that regard; evoking
debates, discussions and controversy across the nation” (Joshi). She picks up characters,
particularly females from mythology, history or classical literature and puts them on the
modern parameters of feminine equality, liberty and opportunity. In her work selected for
critical analysis in this paper, she has chosen five characters from the epic Ramayana. Her
understanding of these characters does not come only from Valmiki's Ramayana. She is
greatly influenced by the folk Ramayanas and their creative imagination which helped her in
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creating a new version of the model characters depicted in mythologies as she admits in an
interview “Surpanakha is my own imagination as a Dravidian woman, full of love for nature
and people. I tried to bring mythological texture into these stories. I don't want to make my
characters very modern but tried to bring change in their thought process” (Joshi). Though for
the characterisation of Sita, Volga mostly relies on the original Ramayana. The Liberation of
Sita is not just a faithful rendering or imitation of the story of the original Ramayana but it
presents a plot that has relevance for modern readers as the story does not deal with some
idealistic agenda to be instilled into the readers. The story incorporates a feminine psyche and
sketches amodern version of the characters borrowed from the epic.

In The Liberation of Sita, Volga re-imagines the life of Sita after her exile from
Ayodhya. The story presents a journey of Sita from bewilderment and self-obliviousness to
self-realisation. Volga creates a situation where Sita encounters other characters and gets
insights into the women's lives within a patriarchal society. Her meeting with these characters
ignites in her a critical feminine approach toward contemporary society. The wisdom and life
experience of these women satiate her inquisitions regarding feminine apprehension in a
male-dominated society. Through her innovative plot construction, Volga brings the concept
of sisterhood to the forefront. She brings all the characters together who have some common
experiences to learn from each other. They all bore the atrocities of male-dominated society
and now they are seeking liberation. At last, they claim their self-authority and peace of mind
by cutting themselves off from society. Their emancipation becomes only possible when they
accept their inner self and realise their own orientation in life. Surpanakha looks for beauty
which she finds in a perfect garden in the forest; Renuka recognises her talent in art and
becomes a wonderful sculptor; after the liberation, Ahalya becomes a sage free from worldly
desires and expectations; and Urmila secludes herself and comes to the understanding of the
self.

Mythology, certainly, has had a tremendous impact on Indian civilisation since times
immemorial where “righteousness” and “greater good” have been disseminated from one
generation to the other (Premlatha 40). It also plays an influential part in assigning the role of
man and woman in a dichotomised manner where a woman is often seen as subservient to a
man. The gendered ideas in mythology widely get disseminated through art, culture, cinema
and nowadays through digital media where “the male is by nature superior, and the female
inferior” (qtd. in Plumwood 46). The ideal feminine image in Indian literature is shown
submissive, impassive, docile, compliant and trustworthy. Projecting the image of woman as
'the new woman' has accelerated after Independence and in this regard, Sita is an iconic
female figure for women in marital life in Bhartiya Sanskriti (Mohanty 450). She is a symbol
of submissiveness, righteousness, domesticity, passivity and feminine devotion toward her
husband. Moreover, she is an epitome of an ideal woman/wife in domestic spheres of life.
This study highlights the journey of female characters from subjugation to liberation and puts
forth the ultimate goal of feminine liberation which Rountree echoes in his ideas i.e. to heal
the wounds given by the patriarchy so long (qtd. in Cusack 342).

38



Garima Uniyal/Mythological Portraits with Modern Feminist Values Literary Voice/Dec. 2022
Theoretical Background

Feminism as a political movement and as a theoretical approach firmly believes that
gender construction is not natural but social. The attribution of gender roles to a particular sex
is not something predetermined and it does not necessitate that men and women have to
behave accordingly. The concept of feminine and masculine, which are qualitative factors, are
devised by patriarchal society so that a particular sex may be trained to think and behave in a
particular way. Thus, Feminist theory exposes the “mechanism of patriarchy” responsible for
the “cultural 'mind-set' in men and women which perpetuated sexual inequality” (Barry 117).
Also, Feminist theory looks into the cultural and literary representation of women in society.
For this reason, it takes into account history, literature, mythology, and scriptures to study
women's place and contribution (also that how they are represented in texts) in society so that
it may reveal how unjustly they have been treated by the patriarchal system. Women have
been represented as meek, sentimental, and weak who cannot think for themselves. In this
regard, Nayar observes, “Cultural texts naturalize the oppression of women through their
stereotypical representation of women as weak/vulnerable, seductress, obstacle, sexual
object or procreating device” (83).

The researcher opts for feminist theory to analyse the mythological portraits
described in The Liberation of Sita. Most specifically, Val Plumwood's feministic viewpoint
is considered a methodological tool which she succinctly elaborates in her book Feminism
and the Mastery of Nature (2003) for the proposed study. She highlights the earlier stage of
women when she accepts her position in patriarchal sphere of life with “uncritical equality”
syndrome. Plumwood says, “. . . Women, in this strategy, are to join elite men in participation
in areas which especially exhibit human freedom, such as science and technology, . . .” but
their role still remains confined to what men allows them to perform in any field of production
(27-28). This tact helps men to 'naturalise dominance' against women and other subordinates.

Objectives

The objectives of this study are as follows:

To understand the uncritical femininity of mythological portraits and their struggle
for the liberation of the self.

To know the significance of mythological femininity in contemporary fictional
writing with special reference to The Liberation of Sita.

Discussion

The Liberation of Sita is a short collection of five stories focusing on mythological
portraits of Sita, Surpanakha, Urmila, Ahalya, and Renuka Devi. But the femininity in this
literary piece of work is shown in a very different light with full of independence and care for
the self. Sita in this work appears as the one who bears masculine subjugation with an
uncritical approach and finally seeks liberation from it. In the first story, “The Reunion”, she
meets Surpanakha who was punished by Lakshmana for an offense of love for Rama. She felt
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grieved and guilty for the consequential adversity Surpanakha would have faced after her
physical disfigurement. After meeting Surpanakha in her own beautiful garden, Sita's
feminine sensibility seems to question, “Do women exist only to be used by men to settle their
score?” (Volga 4). Her sense of questioning is similar to what Draupadi feels in The Palace of
1llusions that the wife to a husband is not his private property with whom he can treat less than
human like a cow or slave (Vanitha 335).

Sita appears bewildered to think of the atrocity and consequential suffering of
Surpanakha but to her amazement, Surpanakha looks determined and courageous woman full
of wisdom, not a weak person as expected by her guest. She says, “Don't look at how I am
today and imagine that all this happened easily, Sita. [ have become tough by facing up to the
challenges life threw at me. [ have been able to find happiness in trying to understand the very
meaning of beauty” (Volga 20). It is evident when she shares her experience with Nature
where she finds no difference between 'beauty and ugliness, 'moment and stillness, rather it is
due to her connection with nature that enlightens her mind “to love everything”, “to create,
work and serve” so that she can create her own space as suggested Cixous in The Laugh of the
Medusa (12; qtd. in Vanitha 333).

Meeting with Ahalya opens up a world of wisdom before the eyes of Sita which
leaves a powerful impact on her psyche. Ahalya tries to highlight the dual nature of things like
pollution/cleanliness, purity/impurity and honour/dishonour which is meant to establish
“hierarchical relationships” which Sita realises when she is ordered to give chastity test of fire
called Agnipariksha (Plumwood 47). When Sita learns of the conduct of Rishi Gautama
regarding the maltreatment of Ahalya, she conceives this conduct as a manly right to judge his
wife. Ahalya dispels her doubts and says, “Society gave him that authority. I didn't. Till I give
it, no one can have that over me” (Volga 28). Ahalya, due to her experience, preaches Sita not
to allow any trial over her in future. Nevertheless, Sita accepted the trial later and gave
justification to Ahalya that it was for justice's and people's sake. She is proud of Rama's love
but Ahalya breaks her faith when she raises a question, “What does conducting an inquiry
mean, Sita? Distrust, isn't it? Wouldn't it be better, instead, to believe either your innocence or
guilt?. .. All men are the same, Sita” (32).

Abhalya throws light on multiple layers of feministic wisdom which is pertinent to
modern women that it is the knowledge of the power structure that men often use for 'evil ends'
and thus they design feminine role and conduct in a patriarchal society (Kitzinger 114).
According to her, valuing self-esteem, personal emotion and dignity should be the priority of
women instead of seeing her identity in relation to men within the society. Sita's psychic
affliction regarding the trial of chastity prompts her to ask Ahalya that how long she has to
bear disgrace, dishonour and ingratitude (Volga 38). Ahalya replies:

Till you take decisions for Rama's sake and not yours, it will continue to pursue you,

Sita. Look at yourself. You are enduring great pain. You think you are enduring it for

the sake of someone else. You think that you have performed your duty for the sake of

self-confidence . . . you have surrendered everything to others. What have you saved

for yourself? (Volga 38)

Ahalya's objective is to teach Sita that her identity or success is not because of men;
on the contrary, she is capable enough to carve her destiny with effort, experience and
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learning. She advises Sita to realise her connection to Mother Nature and stop seeing herself
solely in the shadow of her husband or sons. She further highlights the gender duality
designed with a purpose to see women as 'the other' by men as the agent of power, hierarchy
and authority and a woman must develop their leadership qualities to guide other women to
know their skills to achieve alternative form of living (Selinger 2; Gillis 64).

The story of Renuka Devi is the finest example of the feminine struggle for creating a
'room of one's own' through art. Her life experience is an artefact of feminine self-belief and
power struggle, which has helped her to create an entirely anti-patriarchal model of living,
devoid of dualities and power over others. When her son cuts her throat because of his dharma
bound action, she realises that motherhood is not a true feminine identity; rather it is her
relation to the self. She finally succeeds in establishing a business in the art of sculpting that is
incomparable in its beauty with other art forms of sculpture. The life of Renuka, on the whole,
preaches Sita and the modern women to become dignified, strengthened and composed with
self-belief and skill. Sita, finally, starts coming out with a modern concept of equity at par
excellence with man. When Lava and Kusa ask for their father during their stay in Valmiki's
ashram and wishes to learn the art of warfare. She tells them she is proficient enough to teach
them as she is equally talented as Rama. She says:

... I'makshatriya woman, am [ not?'

But women don't fight wars, do they?

‘When necessary, they'll do anything. I'm adept to all those skills. From tomorrow,

I'mnot only mother but also your teacher.' The children jumped for joy. (Volga 57)

Sitarealises her mistreatment as she was put under trial and disowned by her husband.
Likewise Ahalya and Renuka are also the victims of “mistrust and humiliation” (Ahall 11;
Volga 65). Sita, in the end, rejects all the obligations toward Rama as he summons her to the
court to prove her claim of motherhood after realising that he has two kids with Sita. Her
character turns anti-patriarchal and instead of visiting the court, she leaves the Ashram and
disowns both motherhood and wifehood to satisfy her inclination, rights and freedom.

The title of the fourth story entitled “The Liberated” is highly symbolic for women to
understand the values such as freedom of one's own choice, the dignity of self, and effort for
self-happiness. The story revolves around the character of Urmila, whom Lakshmana
forsakes to accompany Rama in exile without giving any consideration to her emotions at the
time of departure to the forest. Meanwhile, she stays and waits inside the palace for fourteen
years to be reunited with her husband. To Sita, after fourteen years, Urmila appears an altered
woman of wisdom. The conversation between Sita and Urmila is focused on understanding
the value of solitude in the life of a woman. Initially, she felt sorrow and anger within her,
however, as the time proceeded, she told Sita “. . . I began to observe my body, my thoughts,
and the emotions they triggered within me. . . . I desired solitude. Not loneliness, solitude. The
solitude in which I could converse within and with myself” (Volga 75). Moreover, Urmila
straightforwardly tells Sita that her further relationship with Lakshmana depends on how
much significance he offers to her modified conscience.
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Findings

The crux of this study is that these mythological portraits in modern attire have
become more relevant to modern women and readers, most specifically while presenting the
character of Sita with the self-investigation of Paativratyam dharma and finally seeking
liberation from wifehood as well as motherhood. One of the formidable points, the researcher
finds, in this study is that the care for the self is much more important than the duties she
performs in the domestic spheres of life as a wife or mother. Nourishment of the feminine role
either as mother or wife at the cost of self-esteem, care, wisdom, and dignity lead to a neurotic
state. The researcher also extracts from this study that the life of a woman could be prosperous
only in a condition if she strongly values herself and liberates herself from patriarchal
boundations not out of hypercriticism but for the sake of justice. The feeling of sisterhood as
endorsed by Robin Morgan is commonly noticed among all female characters due to their
similar subjugation by the “oppressive structure of Big Brother” (qtd. in Narain 241). There is
a sharp attack on the concept of dharma misused by men against women. All the mythological
figures portrayed in this collection of stories possess a strong feminist sensibility,
“Surpanakha, Ahalya, Renuka, Urmila — each one had a story of her own. . . . Her path, her
way, was hers alone” is the objective of their life for themselves (Volga 63).

Conclusion

Mythological femininity plays a great role in fictional writing where the female
authors find the liberty to look at the feminine figure as per their critical lens. Therefore, Sita
from Valmiki's Ramayana remains relevant to the writers, readers and researchers in the field
of academia. Her representation has been experimented with a lot in the recent past by
different writers like Amish Tripathi, Devdutt Pattnaik, Samhita Arni, and Chitra Banerjee
Divakaruni but Volga in The Liberation of Sita presents not only Sita but her sister Urmila,
Surpanakha, Ahalya and Renuka Devi with a strong feminist sensibility where all of them
liberate themselves from the patriarchal boundations and confined femininity. Mythological
femininity interwoven with quite different situations appears interesting for modern readers.
Volga, thus, succeeds in making them more relevant to modern women by projecting them as
the mouthpiece of feminism. Rather than presenting her characters before readers as passive,
dependent, submissive and docile, she delineates a powerful picture of the female figure with
a brilliant egalitarian sense of care and affection for everyone and everything in their
surroundings. The liberated world of all the female characters endorses the liberation moment
to be completely free from the imposed ideas of motherhood, wifehood and domesticity.
Urmila, Ahalya, Renuka Devi and Surpanakha appear as the sticking forces in Sita's mindset
that have helped her to distinguish between uncritical equality and critical equality.
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