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SEX AND THE
META

ABOUT THIS EDITION
While public discourse tends to shy away from discussions around sexuality,
as sex is considered to be a 'private' matter, this leads to formal sex
education being a very stigmatized concept for the Indian curriculum and
causes individuals to rely on other sources, like pop culture, to understand
their own sexualities. This leads to representations of sexuality in pop
culture and media to constantly shape individual perceptions of sexuality.
The pop culture here can come to include social media, content on OTT and
TV, and also porn. That is why the upcoming issue of Swabhimaan wished to
engage with discussions around the representation of sex and sexuality in
pop culture and how it does not just impact the consumers of content but
also those that produce it.
Building up from the last issue of Swabhimaan, which tackled discussions
around sex education, or lack thereof, for this edition, we examine the
consequences of prevalent views on sexuality. The lack of discussion around
sexuality, with a focus specifically on sex as means for heterosexual
reproduction, the curriculum deprives students of understanding essential
components such as consent, pleasure, body image, mutual respect, safety,
sexuality, queer sex education and gender expression; the list goes on. The
existing heteropatriarchal environment also at times reinforces pre-existing
gender roles and negative attitudes towards women. This may also serve to
provide linkages between lack of discussions around sexuality and higher,
unreported instances of domestic and intimate partner violence.

When it comes to 'bodies' in pop culture and media, they have often been
'flawless'. This flawless body type is usually thin, fair, and unblemished, which
is rarely the reality. When consumers are constantly subject to such body types
on the internet, they can often develop a distorted sense of self. Media gives
the idea that we need to have a flawless body to feel good about ourselves and
confident. Those who don't match this standard often deal with body image
issues and fall into eating disorders, etcetera, so they can be what the media
and society consider to be "beautiful". The media often shows young adults and
teenagers engaging in sex which makes others feel the pressure to do the same
and imbeds an idea that they're doing something wrong if they don't engage in
sex or serious relationships. Moreover, the media gives a very different idea of
what sex is like compared to how sex actually is.
Another form of media that is part of this constant consumption is porn.
Consumption of porn is often considered to be immoral, but the reality is that
even though pornographic material is illegal in India, individuals still get
access to it. The porn that is available tends to be overtly violent, disrespectful
towards women and rarely goes over consent. It also tends to perpetuate
harmful stereotypes about queer sex and looks at women primarily through
the 'male gaze.' The porn industry has also been accused of exploiting its
actors. By formalization of this industry in India, there is scope for
improvement for those involved in making this form of media and for allowing
different movies that are not as misogynistic and actually explore female and
queer desires in a healthy manner.
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Decoding the Hegemony of
Intimate Partner Violence
~ Tavleen Kaur Saluja
Introduction

For nearly two decades, violence against women has been a major public health
concern, and it is regarded as one of the most significant social problems,
transcending cultural, social, and regional barriers. Rape, sexual assault, or any
form of violence against women (physical, emotional or mental ) is not just an
affront to womankind's chastity, but also a grave breach of her bodily integrity,
security, and right to equality. Intimate partner and sexual violence is the
outcome of variables that interact at the individual, family, community, and
societal levels to enhance or reduce volatility. Some are linked to being a
perpetrator of violence, while others are linked to witnessing violence, and yet
others are linked to both. Sexual assault is also widespread in the nations and
places impacted as a strategy of conflict and in the aftermath of calamities.
Sexual exploitation, sexual trafficking, and destructive practises such as female
genital mutilation/cutting (FGM/C) and forced child marriage is also prevalent
over the world.
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Factors affecting violence on women

Indian women remain, on the whole,
marginalised in terms of all the
requirements for access to justice.
Illiteracy, cultural obstacles, and
subordination are all prevalent
occurrences. In India, both during
and after colonisation, identity has
always
been
a
fundamental
preoccupation. During the battle for
power,
dominating
types
of
masculinity were displayed when
males committed sexual violence
against women to establish their
dominance,
and
men
utilised
humiliating women as a method of
proving their manhood. Gender,
caste, and class are three intersecting
systems of society or social identities
that are used in the research to
explain women's vulnerability to
converging systems of dominance.
Intersectionality's core interest is the
construction of social identities, and
it claims

that most theories make the error of
looking at only one variable at a time.
The identities employed in this study
include gender, class, and caste, and
intersectionality is defined as the
intersection of various levels of
power.
Most troubled women avoid the law
and courts because of the adversarial
nature of the legal system. In the
prevalent
COVID-19
pandemic,
restrictions of movement, inability to
access support services and rising
frustration caused due to curtailment
of money flow has contributed to the
existing catastrophe. Victim blaming,
imposition of traditional gender
norms and sexism go hand in hand
when influential men in power,
reiterate the horrifying cases of
sexual violence with their strange and
incomprehensible explanations.
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"Boys will be boys, they commit mistakes," Samajwadi Party supremo Mulayam
Singh Yadav stated in April 2014, when rejecting the death punishment for three
men convicted in a gang rape case. He further blamed girls for rape, claiming
that when girls become acquainted with boys, they quarrel and have
disagreements, which they label as rape. Rapes, according to Mohan Bhagwat,
the right-wing RSS or Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS) chairman, are an
urban crime brought on by westernisation and do not occur in rural India,
which is rich in traditional values. Abu Azmi, the state president of the SP, has
been chastised for his remarks concerning rape survivors. ", he explained "Both
the woman and the boy should be punished if a woman is caught (in a rape
case). In India, rape carries a death punishment, however, there is no death
penalty for women who engage in consensual sex outside of marriage."
These statements, while are not only gruesome and horrifically indicate the
problematic mindsets of men also subdue women to their incomprehensible yet
ostensible gender roles. Rewriting the narrative may be as easy as naming
sexism, whether it occurs at work or at home, abstaining from using rhetoric
that objectifies women, and making insulting remarks. Abuse must be viewed
as a complex phenomenon involving the interaction of personal,
environmental, and sociocultural elements. No one element "causes" violence;
rather, variables interact at various levels of the social ecology to make violence
more or less likely. Efforts to modify the underlying narrative about the
problem of sexual violence has the ability to bring about meaningful structural
and behavioural changes that are critical for maintaining women's security and
defending their constitutional rights.
Social learning theory, gender socialisation, and norm theory provide a strong
foundation; developmental and social psychology provide strong and consistent
predictions;and biomedical evidence about the long-term effects of cumulative
stress and trauma on increasing the risk of violence perpetration is emerging.
[10] Witnessing violence as a youngster appears to have just as much of an
influence on the probability of later perpetration as actually experiencing it.
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Early identification of women and children who are experiencing abuse, as well
as proper referral and assistance, can help to avoid recurrence of violence. By
conducting population-based surveys or integrating violence against women in
population-based demographic and health surveys, as well as surveillance and
health information systems, hospital management may provide data on what
works and the scope of the problem.

Constitutional Remedies
The gang-rape case in New Delhi has reignited a discussion over the efficiency
of the country's sexual assault and rape laws. The Central Government
established a three-member Commission, led by former Supreme Court Chief
Justice J.S. Verma, to examine current legislation in order to offer greater
justice and harsher penalties in cases of serious sexual assault. The Indian
Constitution ensures social, economic, and political justice for all people, with
gender equality being one of the goals contained in the Preamble, Fundamental
Rights, and State Policy Directive Principles. The Dowry Prohibition Act of 1961
was significantly changed with the goal of protecting women from matrimonial
violence in the same way that it protects victims of domestic abuse of any sort.
The Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act 2005 was passed shortly
after.
The Indian Constitution not only guarantees women's equality, but also
authorises the government to implement measures of positive discrimination in
their favour in order to mitigate the accumulated socioeconomic, educational,
and political disadvantages they experience. Fundamental rights include Article
14: Equality before the law and Article 15(1): The State not to discriminate
against any citizen on grounds only of religion, race, caste, sex, place of birth or
any of them among other things, ensuring equality before the law and equal
protection under the law; prohibiting discrimination against any citizen on the
basis of religion, race, caste, sex, or place of birth; and ensuring equal job
opportunities for all people.
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Women's economic empowerment,
according to feminist and economic
theory,
will
increase
women's
bargaining position inside marriage
and their capacity to exit abusive
relationships in the long run. Some
women appear to gain from economic
empowerment (i.e., rates of violence
decrease), while others, at least in the
near term, put themselves at greater
danger when they take a job, engage
in a credit programme, or acquire
their own assets.
Mainstream media, soap operas and
primetime news channels continue to
portray women as docile, fragile and
helpless. With continuous exposure
to mediated aggressiveness and
sexual imageries, viewers become
desensitised. Desensitization to the
media
may
have
real-world
repercussions and cause societal
harm.
While
sex-education
in
India
continues to fight for its place in the
academic curriculum, uncensored,
violent penetrative and homophobic
pornographic material is available in
abundance on the internet.

According to the research on
desensitisation, media violence can
influence viewers' arousal reactions,
attitudes, and tolerance for realworld aggressiveness. Because today's
media content is more visual and
frightening, the effect of such blatant
violence on desensitisation is likely to
be considerably greater.

Potential preventative measures

\

While preventing and reacting to
violence against women necessitates
a multi-sectoral strategy, the health
sector plays a critical role. For many
victims of domestic abuse, healthcare
professionals are frequently "the first
line of defence." They have a unique
chance to address violence during
victim medical examinations and can
play a significant role in delicately
addressing the issue. Fear of
upsetting their patient, fear of the
patient's abuser, a lack of knowledge
of abuse, lack of confidence, or lack of
training on screening procedures are
terrible deficiencies of medical
training across the world that may
help avoid several such situations.
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Conclusion
Sexual assault or rape infringes on women's rights and makes it difficult for
them to operate as full citizens. The inconsistency in the communal and
societal response to rape and other forms of sexual violence against women is
due to the power structure in Indian patriarchal society. Forms of violence may
be seen as an indication of stringent controls over women's sexuality in a
patriarchal culture ruled by power. The patriarchal aspect of Indian culture is
built on a hierarchical power structure in which males have authority over
women. Because of the patriarchy in the culture, the communities have a
deeply ingrained idea that women are subordinate to males, and the women,
for the most part, accept this attitude as normal. Factors like media, popular
culture, abuse of position by people in power and inadequacy in policymaking
are some of the few reasons why violence against continues to stay widespread
phenomenon in India and across the globe. The social response, in form of
promotion of sex education and community actions, will put pressure on the
government and move the society as a whole towards an inclusive genderneutral form of policy making.

Putting The Sexy in Safe Sex
with The Pleasure Project
~ Riyosha
In this interview, Research Analyst Riyosha converses with Ms. Anne Philpott,
who founded the ‘The Pleasure Project’ in 2004, in frustration of endless AIDS
meetings where no one talked about people’s motivations for having sex and
Ms. Sonali Silva, the Communications and Advocacy Lead at The Pleasure
Project. Anne is a public health professional, pleasure propagandist and
‘guerrilla girl’ of HIV prevention. She has over 20 peer-reviewed articles in
respected health journals and more in the mainstream media, and she has been
a speaker at international conferences, promoting pleasure in sex education
and as the ultimate indicator of female empowerment. She has also published
articles on nutrition and disease prevention services.
The pleasure project is an educational resource promoting safer sex to women
and men. and what sets it apart from most sex education providers is that it
specifically works towards putting ‘the sexy in safer sex.’ Most established
educational programmes give the impression that safer sex and good sex are
mutually exclusive, using fear and the risk of disease to motivate their audience
to practise safer sex. The Pleasure Project, however, promotes safer sex by
focusing on the real reasons most people want to have sex: satisfaction, desire
and pleasure. Their approach is backed by extensive research - all evidence
suggests that positive incentives are a far more effective change motivator. this
is why the pleasure project takes a positive, liberating and sexy approach to
safer sex. They provide sex education … with the emphasis on ‘sex’.

SAMVAAD
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At a time where all discussions about sex portray it primarily as a form of
violence or disease, in this interview we will try to focus on what sex-positivity
means and its importance in creating a safer, healthier and more accepting
sexual atmosphere in India. Some snippets from the conversation follow below

What was your motivation behind starting The Pleasure Project?
I went to an AIDs conference where there was a whole range of presentations where
nobody talked about the motivations of sex, and I was in one particular one where a
British gentleman was talking about a research about the gel that’s put into vaginas
to prevent HIV, and he was talking about receptive cavities. I thought I was being
really stupid and didn’t understand the research – lab research – when he was
talking about this experiment when he was actually trying to describe sexual
intercourse. And I thought if I’m not understanding this, as a participant of the AIDs
conference who is interested in learning, how on earth are other people going to be
able to know what they should do and shouldn’t do when it comes to really good safe
sex?
So that’s what set me on my journey – in so many other spheres of our lives, when
we are taught to cook, for example, or when we learn how o ride a bike or drive a
car, we are told that this could be brilliant. The food could taste great, the
independence could be amazing, but you have to be safe as well. But you are
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given the full picture – when it comes to sexual health and sex education, we’re not
given that full picture, and that leaves people confused.
What does The Pleasure Project’s pleasure-based approach towards sexual
health entail?
The pleasure project wants the conversations to be more real and honest, the people
to be able to articulate what they want in their love and sex lives – and that might
mean no sex – and we are also motivated by wanting it to be safe. We define
pleasure-based sexual health and we have now turned them into the seven pleasure
principles, and they break down the evidence and the best practice on how to
actually put this into practice in your own life and in professional careers.
https://thepleasureproject.org/
https://www.instagram.com/the_pleasureproject/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/the-pleasure-project/
https://twitter.com/thepleasureproj

Click here to view the interview;
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QUEERING THE INTERNET:
IN CONVERSATION WITH GAYSI
~ Ruhi Nadkarni
Gaysi Family is a media platform and safe zone for queer desis that was
formed in 2008. Gaysi's platform amplifies individual voices, stories and
experiences, enabling more people to meditate on and relate to what it
means to be queer. Tejaswi is a journalist, researcher and facilitator
whose attention is captured by human relationships at a time of the
Internet of Things. Their special interests lie in public health, pleasure,
and a sense of unbridled freedom to love and connect beyond the ideas of
wrongdoing and right.

In this interview, we discuss the various relationships between gender,
sexuality and the realm of the digital. From analysing recent film
productions in fictional cineverses and Bollywood cinema to dissecting
advertisements in the Indian landscape, Tejaswini unravels the
problematic and positive representations of queer identities in these
aspects. Furthermore, in the heteropatriarchal society that we live in, the
internet is reflective of these structures; our conversation steers past
these male-dominated and queerphobic narratives, touching upon the
creation of queer identities in and outside the digital world.
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Click here to view the interview;

QUEERING THE SELF:
IN CONVERSATION WITH JO
~ Shreeya Bhayana
The internet, especially in light of the pandemic, has become an
integral aspect of our social lives. It is considered to be a space where
people find themselves at times and allows for connections across the
globe. For queer people, it allows for an escape from hegemonic
realities and allows for connections with people of the communities.
This is why Swabhimaan chose to bring in Jo (They/them), who is a
Sociology-Anthropology PHD candidate at SOAS working around the
areas of sex work and queer theory specifically in Kamathipura (India)
over the past 4 years.

NAZARIYA

12

13
Shreeya : Hi Jo, can you tell us a bit about yourself and your experience on
social media and how that has impacted how you identify yourself?
Jo: My experience on social media, as a queer person, has been wrought by a lot
of expectations. This was mostly because I knew, from quite early on, that I was
different from the gender identities that I was given. I mean, I knew about it
when I was nine, but I did not have words for it. My earliest memory is about
how I used to tell my mom that I didn’t think a lot of the behaviours you expect
me to do suit my understanding of what I want to do.
And I did not know at the time that it was about me being gender variant at all.
Whereas my mom obviously thought it was a phase. And like, now she realizes
that it wasn't because it just never changed, right? Like, I'm 26. Now, if it had to
change, it would have changed at some earlier point. And I came out as a trans
person much later in my life because that is when I found the words for it.
Similarly, I came out as a queer person much later in my life because that’s
when I found words for it. It wasn’t like I wasn't queer, I just didn't have the
words. And that's the case for a lot of people.
But once I did become more visibly queer and not literally by physical aspects,
but more like, as soon as people discover I'm queer, there is an automatic
assumption that I must educate the people around me. That's just the kind of
society we live in. Because if you are part of a marginalized and minoritized
community, there is this automatic assumption that, oh, since Jo is queer, Jo will
tell us about these things. And I think that same thing extended to social media.
Because you might just be existing in that space, and people will still come and
ask you questions about your sexuality, and you find yourself educating, even
though you do not, number one, have the experience to educate anybody. Or you
just do not want to educate anybody. What you just want is just to be living your
life, but it's just this role of the teacher that you just take up.
When you're younger, you don't really question that, and you just go along with
it which becomes a pressure on you. That is especially true for social media
because you start somehow becoming content creators, and your personal
narrative becomes content. You're just supposed to be growing older and you do
not just have to know the answer, but the correct answer to it. And you are 18
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and just figuring out the world by
yourself, just like this other person
probably is. But you're expected to
know the correct answer and the
most nuanced answer. How can you
ever know the most nuanced answer
about your own experience on this
earth?
Shreeya: It made a lot of sense
especially the one about gaydar
because it is an enforced meter that
relies on heteronormative lenses
that we use to analyse. I mean, I do
that myself and I classify people and
I feel awful about it. When you think
of it again, but the instinctual thing
you
are
you
are
using
heteronormative tools you are, you
are considering what's masculine
and how that masculinity is being
performed by this person who may
not, is not a man is not typically a
man and how that minor is not that
the sport they play the stuff they're
interested in, then none of that
indicates sexuality, but we just
assume it does.
Jo: Exactly, we hyper classify. And I
mean, even queer people need to
question
why
within
our
communities
we
use
these
classifications and whether they
serve us and how it exactly serves us.

But do these new classifications
really serve us? Like, what is the
point of, you know, doing that
classification? What comes out of it?
And what does it do to our minds?
At times it just creates new prisons.
It doesn't exactly leave something
behind, I'm an anthropologist, so
like, for me, it's like recreating that
culture, and then we just socially
reproduce those same. We do this so
our brains can acclimatize to the
new culture.
Shreeya: The Internet is often
considered to be a double-edged
sword. Can you shed some light on
its double-edginess when it comes
to queer people and queer
identities? In the sense that it is
often considered a space where
people can ‘be themselves and yet
there are barriers of ablebodiedness and even access to
technology when it comes to
accessing these spaces?

Jo: The internet, in many ways, is
one of the only democratic spaces
that exist where you sort of have
control over your information. I
don't mean it in the way that of data
privacy because no, you do not have
control over your information, but
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more like, you can post what you want. But then also, obviously now we are
seeing heightened restrictions on the body and what you are allowed to talk
about in different countries in different ways. But if I were to think about the
internet as a double-edged sword, yes. I have found a lot of freedom on
Instagram, a lot of people find a lot of freedom on Instagram, unlike say
Facebook. For instance, Facebook doesn't allow you to have like experiment
with your name with your pronouns. These are not things you can do on
Facebook, because of its hyper securitized space. And like they just you know,
I know of a lot of people whose accounts have gotten banned and stuff,
because their name is not real. You know, like, especially with trans people,
like when they want to not only experiment, but they don't want to dead name
themselves and keep the same account alive. So, a lot of those so Facebook
hasn't been very welcoming.
And I know I realized that Instagram and Facebook are literally the same
company. But Instagram is a lot more welcoming over the past years of queer
identities and a lot of us have found safe spaces for queer people on
Instagram. There are obviously lots of other places as well. Especially like, for
my generation of queer people. I'm 26 now, so we're the later millennial, early,
whatever generatio. We used a lot of YouTube and Tumblr to discover
identities because a lot of people would ‘come out’ on YouTube, you know, a
lot of old YouTube stars would come out on YouTube record their reactions.
And these used to usually be western influences. And you would just be like,
Oh my God, we wish we could do this. And like, the same thing with Tumblr,
even though a lot of resources on Tumblr used to be more Western-centric.
And then you had places like Gaysi which is a blog, which just started like,
now, it's almost been more than 10 years, 15 years that Gaysi has been around.
So slowly for us also, like in India, things started happening, and it happened
due to the internet. There was no other way. There were pamphlets, there
were things, but I think the internet just pushed it so much forward that it
would have more people were able to see it, we were able to connect across all
my chosen family around the world.
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Shreeya: In the case of India, how do
queer identities intersect with class
and caste in the realm of the digital?
Jo: One of my friends always used to
say when it comes to caste and queer
politics, they are inseparable. anticaste politics is queer politics, and
you cannot separate the two. They a
lot of people don't see that. But I
completely agree because the whole
point of being anti-caste has always
been to break away from the kind of
societal structure that has oppressed
you. There are trans people who
need to be at the forefront of the
anti-caste movement because they're
already speaking with their families
to break these structures. And a lot of
these structures are cast embedded.
So, I agree with my friend about how
it shows itself on the internet. I
mean, you have the Dalit queer
project. For example, you queer Dalit
people who are taking up space,
which is a good thing. And other than
that, I mean, I guess just like in any
other case, you have anti-caste queer
people. And you have Ambedkarite
queer people, and we also have the
queer people on the internet
together. So, we are having
conversations, I guess that's all I can
say.
We're
constantly
having
conversations and dialogue and
trying to be like understand each
other better.

And these conversations are
important because, for a lot of
people, caste is embedded deeply
in their lives. Also, you cannot just
talk about anti-caste, you also
need
to
internalize
these
principles not just for yourself but
also have these conversations at
home. One of my friends also says
it is not only like enough that you
find the personal in the political,
but you also need to make the
political personal. You need to
bring caste to everyday life, you
need to break caste hierarchies, in
your everyday lives. In the things
that you are doing, as your fabric
of everyday life, it cannot be two
separate things where you only
talk about and raise flags, during
protests, but at home, you don't do
the same thing.
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Shreeya : When it comes to queer discourse in India, what role do you think
mainstream movies like Chandigarh Kare Aashiqi, Badhai do and Shubh
Mangal Zyada Savdhan? Do they do more harm than good or is it the other
way around?
Jo: In my opinion, and this is just my opinion if this is appealing to the mass
consciousness and people are learning about queer people. And then if that
helps you read more about queer people do it the way that saves other queer
people from having to do this constantly and is educating for you in that way,
go ahead. But the other side is that it does take a lot of opportunity from
actors and queer teams of professionals that you could have hired for this,
you could have done it more ethically than it was done. That is my only
problem. My problem here is not that the movies are being made, of course,
they should be made and only queer people making movies is also not a good
thing, but these attempts can be more inclusive. But clearly, you do not want
to be in conversation with the queer community and it’s hard to understand
considering you are in a country with such a strong queer movement, and you
are not talking to them.
Though I liked what Ek ladki ko Dekha to Aisa Laga, where the screenwriter
was a transwoman. While I know that a lot of us did not enjoy the film in
itself, a lot of people I know appreciated that it was Gazal Dhaliwal and we all
went to watch it to show our support for it. It felt like some effort had been
made to bridge the community with the larger powers that remain in
Bollywood. And again, that's another hierarchy we need to break because so
many queer people are at the lower rungs of this industry. They could have
been given opportunities to explore their own careers through these films,
but they weren’t allowed these opportunities. So, it's one of those weird
stalemate situations, where people talk about how an actor is an actor, they
can act as anything. Yes, they can act like anything but that's also when a
queer person can act as anything. We still typecast queer people know, they
can either only act as queer people or nothing at all.
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I work with the sex workers movement, and they keep saying save us from
saviours, as in “Hume bhachane wale so bachao”. There is a similar problem
here with Bollywood when they perceive that the queer community needs to be
saved, they disregard the work that has been already done. Also, narratives in
Bollywood movies are usually upper-caste where work has been done for a
while. Their stories end up being a very reductive portrayal. Also, movies take
years in the making, so even if they are not queer people to be in the film, you
could literally hire queer consultants. Additionally, people tend to see Bollywood
as mainstream cinema but other cinemas such as Tamil and Malayalam have had
better movies about queerness.

Shreeya: In life, but more so on social media, there is a need to specify an
individual’s labels. Do you think that sets a harsh divide between what is the
norm and what is different? Do you think labels can make the transgression of
identities harder?
Jo: At times? Yeah. I mean, my question is the same from the beginning. Earlier,
had spoken about how people are just trying to figure themselves out. And there
is nothing wrong with labels as long as they as people understand that labels are
for you. And there is nothing wrong with labels as long as they as people
understand that labels are for you. Just like language has been created by human
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beings to communicate something that
is the function, the sole function of
labels is to communicate how you are
feeling. But if you feel that you would
rather communicate it in more words,
rather than fewer words, you should do
that. If you feel that bisexual is the best
way, you could possibly talk about your
identity, you should use it. The fact of
the matter is that you are not made for
the label, the label is made for you. I'm
one of those people for whom labels
have really helped, whether that is for
mental health, or for my identity as a
queer person. As a person with ADHD,
I need to constantly classify a lot of
things. And it has been easier to go for
larger rather than smaller labels. Some
people start with bigger labels and then
double down up for instance they start
with the label queer, and then go on to
gay, and then go on to let's say, asexual
gay person. For me, I went from an
asexual gay person to just queer. I don’t
bother to explain the nitty-gritties
because, at the end of the day, labels
are for other people.
Sometimes I want to specifically speak
about my identity, I use that language,
like, I'm an agender trans person. This
is my, gender identity. And this is how I
experienced it. But unless I need to
exactly like talk about that I don't, I'm
just living my life. The labels helped me
at a time of turmoil when I was unable

to understand what I was feeling.
And when they stopped serving
that purpose, I stopped using them
and to do so, there is a
requirement to understand that
labels are not set in stone. This can
be hard because queerness, while
is a deeply personal thing, it is also
an experience that is embedded in
a community where you keep
talking about your identities and
find spaces to explore different
parts of yourself and transgress
the identities you were allotted.
Shreeya: What kind of risks are
posed to queer people on the
digital? As a queer person, what is
your idea of a safe space? Do you
think the digital can have safe
spaces?
Jo: Firstly, there is of course the
everyday
cyber-attacks. When
queer people open themselves to
the world and want to show
themselves to the world, they also,
inadvertently, open themselves to
the comments of the world. When
you put yourselves out there, but
automatically, people think that
they can comment on your body,
and yourself, and your soul. This
really sucks and is a major risk but
increased security is also not the
answer. Increased security would
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just mean increased surveillance of queer people. Again, it's not going to protect
them. There need to be more conversations on how we can keep ourselves safe
on the internet and how one can deal with people who are unsafe on the
internet towards us. Cybercrime will only get worse but the problem is not the
structure of the digital but the actual problem is hate which is quite embedded
in our systems.
When it comes to safe spaces for me on the digital, it has been the ability to be
able to be connected to my chosen family across the world and this has kept me
going through the pandemic. Even though I'm married to my partner, and we
are living together, the internet allowed us to keep in touch with our families
back in India. The internet is a safe space for us in the way that we created
safety through our Instagram accounts. It can be unsafe when people come to
attack us and while my account is private, my partner’s account isn’t as they are
a musician and it is not a possibility for them if they wish to promote their craft.
I have to say that the internet did democratize a lot of knowledge and space. I
wouldn't have met the kind of people I have met across caste, class and race
barriers if the internet did not exist. I would be in my little bubble somewhere,
not connected to the community. And for me community is not just a bunch of
people is grouping together, it is defined by these acts that you do for each
other. Like if this person needs this much money for HRT, we put together
posters for them, and we put it all across the internet and we are able to raise
that money. This wouldn't have happened if the internet did not exist in the way
that it did. It brought people together who are able to do such kind of work like
they wouldn't have found me if it were not for the digital.

PLEASURE AND POSITIVTY :
IN CONVERSATION WITH MANZURI
~ Isha Khurana

Manzuri is a organisation that focuses on imparting sex-positive
education and focuses on the intersection of this education and
pleasure. The organisation was formed when two best-friends came
together and had a passionate conversation about how important
subjects like consent, alternative forms of reliable sex-education, etc,
need to be addressed.
Aastha, is one of the co-founders who was interviewed for this issue.
The conversations mapped through the area of how sex-positivity is
an essential aspect for every individual's life irrespective of their
gender or identity. It then forays into the importance of body positivity
and how exploring one's sexuality can help with gaining confidence.
The use of external instruments like sex toys to facilitate such
positivity, along with the role media and society at large plays in this
scenario is also discussed at length.
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Isha: Could you shed a little light
on your journey and inspiration
behind starting Manzuri?
Aastha: Thank you for providing
me with this platform to address
issues that aren’t talked about in
our country and our society.
Coming to the question about
what inspired me to start
Manzuri. Well, it all connects back
to the name itself, Manzuri is a
Japanese term that means ten
thousand rubs, which essentially
means female masturbation. At
the same time, it is a very widely
used word in Urdu, which
translates into consent. So,
consent and female masturbation
were the two ideals and visions
on which Manzuri was founded.
We essentially want to normalize
sexual well-being in our country
and encourage conversations in
and around the subject of sex,
which is looked at as taboo. We
want to educate people along the
way, in whatever capacity is
possible on our end and
encourage
comprehensive
dialogue on these subjects.

For me, Manzuri started as a
personal journey where I saw
myself taking control of my life
when I moved out of my house.
Taking control of my life
included taking control of
pleasure in my life. I was
introduced to the world of sex
toys during this time by my best
friend. After this, it was a very
passionate conversation between
me and the other co-founder,
that led to the creation of
Manzuri as we see it today.
Isha: Being a start-up that sells
sex toys, how can using sex toys
affect one’s relationship with
their body and pleasure? Beyond
just one’s relationship with their
own pleasure, can using sex toys
positively affect one’s sexual
interactions with others?
Aastha: I would give this a
personal narrative, which may
be true for a lot of women in our
country. From time immemorial,
we’ve been told how to sit, how
to eat, whom to talk to, what to
wear and what not to wear in
public and around people.
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Through this, we’ve basically
been told what to do and what
not to do our entire lives. I see
sex toys as an instrument to gain
agency over your own body,
especially for women. This is
because there has been no
agency or control handed over to
us in terms of making life
decisions that concern and
bother our own lives. So, when it
comes to getting married or
engaging in pre-marital sex or
casual sex, these things are
usually looked down upon.
However, when you add the word
“female” to it, the taboo becomes
even bigger than it is in other
cultures.
I think sex toys can affect one’s
relationship in a very positive
manner where you are able to
have control over your own life.
Thus, it becomes an instrument
to greater freedom and liberty in
your life in my opinion. Coming
to the second part of the
question, sometimes men or
penis-owners look at pleasure as
a competition. The concept of an
orgasm gap also explains this
idea of how other factors can
affect one’s sexual relations with
others.

Isha: Research suggests that
using sex toys can reduce the
‘orgasm gap’ between men and
women - can you shed some
more light on the same? Along
the same lines, do you believe
that sex-positivity affects men,
women,
and
queer
folk
differently?
Aastha: The concept of an
orgasm gap, which hasn’t been
talked about enough, says that of
every 10 women or vulva owners
who indulge in sex, only 2 are
able to reach orgasm. For penisowners however, the number is
as high as 80-90%. Instead of
looking at sex, sex toys, or
pleasure like a competition, it
should be looked at as
something complimentary to
your experience. It is something
that impacts your relationship
positively through which you’re
able to experiment, experience,
and explore the sexuality of your
own body.
Now, it is important to note that
sex-positivity as a concept in our
culture, is something that
everyone can benefit from
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Irrespective of whether someone
comes from an urban or rural
setting, whether they identify as a
male, female, non-binary, or any
other gender, they stand to gain
from sex-positivity. Coming to the
three groups mentioned in the
question, I think it is among men
or penis-owners that we have
made the most progress when
compared to the progress made
with women or queer folk. This is
because sexual problems with men
like erectile dysfunction, for
example, are something common
and will be spoken about in public
or with sex therapists. One can
even see doctors advertising how
they specialise in treating men
with this problem. However, when
it comes to women, there is pindrop silence.
n my opinion, progress has to be
furthered and encouraged for
women and queer folk. As a
society, we rarely come across
instances of disabled people
engaging in sex. This is largely
because the pop culture media
doesn’t cover it. Social media fails
to tell us about people who exist
and don’t function in the same way
that we do.

According to me, this is
extremely
problematic
especially since India is a very
diverse nation and we have
always tried to inch towards
inclusivity. It is only fair that we
do that for different genders
and their identities.
To mention another point, male
masturbation still has a certain
degree of awareness in society
and it can take place in so many
ways like their hands or
partnered oral sex. However,
the idea of using and depending
on an external instrument, like
sex toys for women is not
understood. This is also why
the
whole
notion
or
stigmatization behind selling
sex toys has gone to an extent
that people don’t understand.
Isha: Do you think social
media or the media at large
portrays one “perfect” body
image? Can sex toys help in
breaking down the idea of the
‘perfect’ body image by
promoting self-love?
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Aastha: I think experts will vouch
for how social media at large,
Instagram’s
algorithm,
for
instance, boosts a certain type of
body image. In fact, there have
been instances where Manzuri’s
account has been regularly
shadow-banned on Instagram for
promoting unusual bodies. The
images were not of the typical
body image standard that had been
set by society. We were flagged for
putting up such posts and we were
asked to take it down.
They further penalised us by now
showing our content to new
followers. Answering the question
directly, yes, social media does
propagate a certain type of body
image standard.
Coming down to the next part, I
think someone who is venturing
into the world of sex toys or
someone motivated to explore
their gender and sexuality, will
face obstacles.
One such obstacle will be body
image issues and insecurities. So, if
I am someone who has a lot of
body image issues, exploring my
body and sexuality, in any way,
such as masturbation, or educating
myself in terms of various
identities will help.

Through this, I will inherently take
ownership and become someone
who is more liberal when it comes
to my body. There will be more
freedom
and
confidence
in
venturing out and experimenting
as well. Hence, when it comes to
exploring gender, I think the first
step is accepting your body the
way it is, loving it, and
appreciating it.
Isha: Studies have shown that
females tend to be more strongly
and adversely impacted because
of social media portrayals when
compared to males. However,
other studies and researchers
have argued that this is not the
case and men are also negatively
affected by social media and
“ideal” body images. What is your
take on this? Do you think any
group across the gender spectrum
is impacted to a greater/lesser
degree regarding this?
Aastha: I think this body image
issue is very central to all genders
and identities, be it men, women,
or queer folks. There’s been a
certain standard, as talked about in
the last question.
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So yes, it would be an accepted fact
that there is discrimination that
exists where a standard is
encouraged. When certain things
don’t fall within the line of such
standards, they are discouraged in
the media, and social media as
well.
With the second part, I can only
provide a woman’s perspective.
This is not to take away from the
negative encouragement related to
body image issues of other
genders, it is solely based on my
personal experiences. Growing up
we had often been told that we
need to look a certain way, we
need to dress in a certain way and
wear a certain type of clothes or
jewels to be considered acceptable
in society. Now, I recently came
across an interesting fact about
how razors for women came into
being.
It actually dates back to the 19th
century when Gillette’s owner
started an ad campaign where
women were shaving off the hair
on their legs.

As a result of this, they created
a whole product which was
razors for women to shave off
their body hair. Up until this
time in history, there was no
such product or need to
remove body hair because it is
something very natural. It also
protects us from many things
in our surroundings and has
biological reasons for being
there.
The point that I am trying to
make through this narrative,
lies in the idea that we have
always been told what our
priorities are in life, where we
should invest our money, time,
and
effort
into
looking
presentable. I think this is
something that isn’t present to
this extent among other
genders or identities. This in
itself, builds towards the body
image that a woman is
supposed to have or present to
the public.
The only way to make society
change these perceptions or
preconceived
notions
is
through
information
and
spreading awareness, to bring
a change.
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Isha: Brands like Dove, Victoria’s Secret, etc have started several
body positivity campaigns and included plus-sized models as
ambassadors for their brands. Do you believe that these initiatives
are resulting in a change taking place in today’s time with the way
body positivity is being spread in social media? What other practices
could brands engage in to build on these initiatives?
Aastha: Referring to the Victoria’s Secret example given, it’s important
to note that the change they made was purely reactionary. It was a
reaction to the kind of backlash they faced for perpetrating a certain
kind of body image for the entire lifetime of their brand. So the
difference here lies in a proactive and a reactive decision. The whole
event was a landmark event for the idea that it showed a mirror to
society about the way it functions.
Now, the consumers are finally waking up and expressing how they
would not buy the brand’s products if they don’t fall into the
ideological values that we think of while making purchases.
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So, there’s definitely more progress being made with the consumers
being more cautionary and conscious in the purchases they are
making. The companies that are making these products, however, still
have a long way to go, to catch on to the waves that we are
experiencing. I think your generation and mine together, are bringing
this change and this momentum due to which comprehensive
conversations around this topic are taking place.
Isha: A large number of teenagers are able to gain knowledge about
sexual intercourse through media. This is done either by looking at
posts by popular accounts, watching shows that involve teenagers
engaging in sexual activities, speaking to peers, etc. A large amount
of this information can have a negative impact on people by creating
unrealistic expectations and impressions.
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30% of the material streamed
on the internet is pornography
- which can lead to severe
body
image
issues
and
distorted sexual expectations.
How do you think this can be
tackled?
Aastha: So an interesting fact is
that Manzuri conducts a Q&A
session every Saturday, which
is called “ask with Manzuri”.
We open discussion to our
followers and allow them to
ask us any questions they have.
The number of responses and
questions that we receive is
staggering and unbelievable.
Even having 2-3 in-house
people
to
answer
these
questions is never enough.
There are a lot of queries that
come
our
way.
Now,
pornography
is
definitely
something that we can use to
educate ourselves and it’s often
something that we turn to
because we have no other
alternatives. Our parents will
not tell us word to word, how
we can go about sexual
activities, neither will our
education system.

Our peers on the other hand
are as clueless as we are, and
there is no such particular
person whom we can discuss
these things with. There is no
one company, one business,
one NGO to approach when we
speak about sexual education
and answer the most basic
questions such as whether
wearing two condoms provides
extra protection. These are
subjects that should be of
inherent knowledge to us,
rather than something we still
question at the age of 25-26. So
I think the problem lies in the
fact that there are no
alternatives to pornography.
We can go about tackling this
by understanding that there is
nothing
wrong
with
pornography but there are
always better, more inclusive
alternatives compared to it.
Some of these alternatives can
include sources for ethical
pornography
or
feminist
pornography which in fact
does exist.
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Hence, the very simple way to
tackle this, which our organisation
also aims to do is to provide
alternatives, provide choices right
from a very nascent age. So if you
take the example of consent as a
topic, it is very close to Manzuri’s
heart. Growing up, pulling a kid’s
cheeks has been normalised to an
extent where it is encouraged and
appreciated by people. However,
no consent was taken from the
child and there was an assumption
that this is the correct way of
expressing love and appreciation
towards the child.
We never ask whether the kid was
okay with this type of expression
and if we can take into account this
understanding of the word consent
to be problematic and change it,
we can bring about a bigger
change
together
and
make
progress.
Isha: According to you, what are
some distorted sex expectations
or issues that are most prevalent
or
likely
to
arise
with
teenagers/adolescents in today’s
time?

Aastha: Firstly, I’m sorry to break
it to you but this basic notion of
sex being all things good, all
things rosy, passionate, and
intense, is not always true. It’s
quite similar to when you first
learn how to ride a bicycle, it
wasn’t pleasant and was rather
embarrassing. So this is one of
the largest myths that surround
sex. Another would be bleeding
and the whole construct of
virginity when it comes to
women. Factually, there has been
no research or study that says
there is a proper way to test
whether a woman is a virgin or
not.
Moreover, we find that due to
society’s patriarchal nature there
is no such alleged test for men.
There are again inbuilt notions of
purity, newness, and those that
compare goddesses to women
before they get married off.
These concepts are purely social
constructs and there is no
scientific backing to this idea of
losing one’s virginity, and the
breaking of the hymen is purely a
myth.
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Another myth is that of pain and
hurt that a woman might go
through at the time of having sex.
There are no conversations
around the concept of women’s
pleasure. It always revolves
around procreation when it
comes to females and furthering
humankind. In this whole process
and patriarchal society, there is a
lot of pain that is experienced by
women. This is something that
shouldn’t be acceptable and
people need to know that it is not
always the case that you feel pain
during sex. If you’re lubricated
well enough then there would be
no form of pain. Sex in itself is an
activity that is supposed to bring
about pleasure and thus, it
shouldn’t be normalised as
something that hurts or causes
pain.
Coming to some distorted ideas
or conceptions around men,
there is a notion that a bigger
penis leads to better sex.
Interestingly, a study was carried
out with 25,000 women where
they were asked how concerned
they were with their partner’s
penis size. 84% of them were
largely satisfied and this goes on
to reflect how size does not
matter.

Being kind enough and ensuring
proper communication is the
way to go about this, and a
bigger penis will not guarantee
pleasure for the woman. There is
also another common belief in
our culture that period sex does
not require protection and this
is heavily flawed. People fail to
understand
the
difference
between an ovulation cycle and a
menstruation cycle, and that the
former needs to be followed for
understanding pregnancy.
The last notion I wish to address
is quite common for younger
generations, mostly yours and
mine. It is about how STIs are
considered to be taboo. As and
when you get a medical checkup done for yourself every six
months, every year, there is a
similar need to get an STI test
done. It is not only when you
come into contact with an STI
that you should get a test done.
It should be thought of as a
precautionary measure rather
than a treatment and thus,
everyone, especially those who
are sexually active should get
STI tests done for themselves.
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Isha: Do you think sexual
autonomy and equality in the
bedroom can translate into
improving gender dynamics and
equality on a societal level?
Aastha: Definitely, autonomy is
something that is important
whether you’re practicing it in
your bedroom or outside your
house. If someone understands
that their partner is an individual
self and a different personality
altogether, has their own set of
rights then it echoes through all
aspects of their lives and
interactions, rather than just
sexual interactions.
If someone who identifies as a man
has no issues with taking up
cooking or cleaning the house then
that is someone who is breaking
the traditional norms and they
would be more likely to do the
same inside and outside the
bedroom as well.
Isha: Do you think media at large
(comprising movies, newspapers,
magazines, etc) creates unrealistic
impressions, or can it be
attributed to social media alone?

Aastha: I think there is a wave
of change that we are
experiencing. For the first time,
there was a sex toy company
called Dame products that were
allowed to list their products on
Sephora and they were also
allowed to advertise their
products in New York following
a legal battle. There’s definitely
a change taking place, with
movies and shows closer to
home like “lust stories” and
“the bold type”, among many
others in pop culture. These
shows find their way into
conversations
around
the
sexual liberation of women or a
vulva owner. While it’s not all
black and white, I think
Facebook and Instagram can
create policies like LinkedIn’s.
Manzuri’s account was actually
banned on LinkedIn as well but
their authorities were very
considerate when we expressed
our aim to promote sexpositivity.
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After this, LinkedIn has actually change their policies around such
subjects and other social media platforms can also draw inspiration
from this. Also, everyone wants to be able to put forth their opinions
and exercise their right to freedom of speech and expression, and we
should be allowed to do this through social media platforms as well.
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