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The context of social constructions of masculinities in south Asia and the kothi framework
 
 
This paper arises from studies Aditya Bondyopadhyay has conducted in Bangladesh and India, and the work of NFI
 
 
It is important to locate the issues of sexual health of males who have sex with males in a theoretical framework around the construction of masculinities in south Asia. This is necessary to contextually conceptualize the dynamics which gives rise to the violations and violence against MSM in conservative and discriminatory settings as found in south Asia.
 
Sexual Identities take shape within psychosocial and historical processes, which in turn are contextualised by culture and language. Therefore, one finds that different cultures often translate similar words and phenomena into different meanings, with inherent subtleties typical of that culture. Therefore, at the very beginning, it is important to understand that eurocentric perceptions and values gives a definition to heterosexual, homosexual and bisexual identities quite different from how these phenomena are understood in south Asia.
 
In south Asian cultures, the behavior and experience of the male is affected by socio-cultural realities, such as the invisibilisation of sexual behaviours, segregation of the genders, acceptability of male homo-sociability and homo-affectionalism, male dominance over public space and discourse, a culture of shame where family and community respect and honour holds sway, compulsory and arranged marriage, pressure of reproduction, understanding of sex only in a reproductive sense, joint families, and the negation of the self before the community and family. This behavior is further defined by gender roles attributed to males and females within society, especially when important defining events in life such as the assumption of adulthood, are defined by such gender roles.
 
The medicalisation of sexuality and sexual behaviours in the 19th century, largely in Western cultures, has given rise to a whole new discourse and understanding of gender, sexuality and sexual behavior. This was based on who one has sex with, rather than on behaviour itself, giving rise to a new ‘species’ – the homosexual. But such a construction often has little relevance in the social and cultural context of much of south Asia. Therefore, to say that homosexuality is when a man expresses sexual attraction for another man may not be exactly appropriate in the context of this region. This is so because in south Asia, dichotomized and oppositional structures of gender roles are the defining characteristic. A man who has sex with another man is defined as a homosexual in the Western understanding whereas in south Asia, a more appropriate way of expressing the same would be to talk in terms of a male who has sex with another male. In other words, in south Asia one has to talk in terms of sex between biological males, for often it is found that one of the partners in the sexual act would not describe himself as a man, or would not be recognized as man by his male sexual partner.
 
It is not surprising that the term homosexual does not have a direct equivalent in south Asian languages. This fact also underlines the history of tolerance of same-sex behaviour that has existed in the entire south Asian region, but only for the penetrating male. For the penetrated male, the issue of stigmatisation was focused on crossing perceived gender roles. It is only with the advent of the criminalisation of sodomy, imposed by the colonial powers in the sub-continent, that the notion of right and wrong, and “normal” and “abnormal” sexual behaviour became a reality in public discourse. However, this discourse has developed in the gendered context of south Asia, and therefore the abhorrence and discrimination that has been a result of such criminalisation, has also grown similarly.
 
In the phallo-centric patriarchy that dominates social life in south Asia, sex is understood in a reproductive sense and masculine power is defined by the act of sexual penetration. In this scheme anyone who does not penetrate loses the claim to be defined as a man. The penetrator always remains “the man”, but the one penetrated becomes “not man enough”, and therefore somehow of a lower status and standing as compared to “the man”. Again, given the fact of accepted male superiority, such penetrated persons are also considered to be degraded and thus often abusively addressed as mouga, chakka, hijra, koti, gotian, gandu and so on.
            
The superior status of “the man’ is enforced by the gender segregation of social spaces and of labour, both these spheres being dominated by men. The perception of the male child as family capital, along with strictly defined gender roles both in social duties and obligations, as well as in terms of liberties enjoyed, often translates into severe punishment and retribution against the male who transgresses his role and thus devalues his status. All this also means every male has severe societal and familial pressures to marry and reproduce (preferably having male children) so as to reassert his claim be “the man” in the penetrator oriented phallo-centric society, that recognizes and legitimises only reproductive sex.
 
In other words it is marriage that makes “the man” a proper man, an institution effectively defines his becoming an adult. Thus, no marriage implies that a biological male has yet not become a man (an adult) and this perception affects one personally and how one is understood in society, irrespective of age. In a sexual context, the only way to deal with all of the above complexities, even while preserving a semblance of the gender superiority of the man, is to invisibilise sexual behavior. Of course south Asia does have a way out of this dilemma. An unmarried male could be defined as a brahmachariya, a sanyansin, a person of religious persuasion who “sacrifices” his “manliness”, for the greater good.
 
This invisibilisation helps preserve the fiction of reproductive sex, only within marriage, and complete absence of sex outside. It helps reinstate the reproductive logic of sex. And, most importantly, it sweeps the possibility of all sexual acts and behaviours outside the bounds of the above, under the proverbial carpet, by rejecting public discourse on the subject. It further helps in inculcating a sense of superiority vis-à-vis all traditions that are expressive of sexual diversities, which are seen as dirty and perverted. This is a huge psychological “apple cart”, which is toppled by males who participate as the penetrated sexual partner in the sexual act. They challenge all the accepted and ingrained notions, and therefore are punished. The punishment takes the form of demasculinisation, dehumanization and deprivation of their various rights.
 
Sexual behavior takes the place of sexuality. Male sexual desire becomes self absorbed and is reduced to one of discharge, rather than based upon a desire for another person. The silencing and denial associated with this, leads to an exile like situation, where, closeted and schizophrenic states of mind easily emerge and subsumes the person, wherein every expression of an alternate sexual desire has to be mired in shame and silence. All this has two significant fallouts, both curiously attached to the need of “the man”. The first is that sex is often seen as a means of releasing tension. That is why one hears terms like “I did sex to release body heat” or “I needed to release body tension”. The other, is that sex takes the form of fun and play, where the stigma attached to it is sought to be reduced by defining it in a frivolous light. Terms like maasti are used, that are associated with sex. The term maasti can be defined as fun or play or both. It is not serious enough to be sex, it just happens as if a game.
 
We arrive at a state where sexual preference and sexual behavior is not a matter of identity. It takes place in hushed circumstances and is propelled by opportunity, accessibility and the need of discharge. It is almost negated by giving it the appellation of play and fun.
 
One needs to take this understanding into the detailed analyses of the kothi construct. Kothi is a term that has existed for a long time in the popular discourse of the sub-continent. It was, especially a part of the various dialects that was spoken by the hijras of south Asia. It did not define an identity, but rather a behavior. In the gendered world of south Asia, a male person who acted in a feminized manner was called a kothi. The term was derogatory and abusive in nature, and was intended to stigmatize. There was always the hidden implication that because the person is female-like, he would be penetrated by a “man” in the sexual act. But such feminized males, gradually adopted the term, so that often in their communication amongst themselves, they called themselves kothis. It however still continued to describe a type of male and not a self-defining identity.
 
The “man” in this scenario, can be anyone, and he is in fact everywhere. He need not hide or be ashamed, for he is penetrating in the act of sex, therefore he is doing what men do. He is not doing anything deviant, in so much as he is having sex with those who are “women-like”. Also he can disappear into the mainstream of male life in society, and therefore he cannot be identified. He therefore cannot be targeted specifically either. And since, usually his entire sexual act is in secret, and is never spoken of or acknowledged in the public, he can safely hide behind the security that anonymity and lack of knowledge provides. He can also violate the rights of those who do not conform to the gendered roles of society with impunity and get away with it, for he himself cannot be targeted or shamed. He has been given the term Panthi, Giria, Parikh, etc. by the kothis. However, it should be kept in mind, that the panthi does not call himself such. He need not, for he is the regular man in society. It is only kothis who call him such, in counter-distinction to themselves. As said in the first line of this paragraph, he can be anyone and he is in fact everywhere.
 
Society at large, however, has all the reason to target and abuse a kothi. He is not a penetrator; therefore he is not man enough to enjoy the privileges of men.  He is less than man, but still being a biological male, he is available and more accessible in the social domain than females. Therefore, he can be accessed by the ‘men’ to fulfil their play, fun, and need of discharge. He is a cause of shame to the family and therefore is abused by it. He does not qualify and fulfil the gender roles, and therefore has to be policed, often with violence. Most importantly, he is perverted because he does sex for reasons that could not be reproductive, and therefore poses a threat to the social order.
 
It is with the advent of community building efforts as a part of HIV/AIDS intervention that the term kothi has been appropriated, and it has also become a matter if personal identity. The appropriation, has actually reduced the stigma attached to the term and is seen to be gradually becoming a term of pride and community solidarity amongst kothis. It is a positive development, which may overturn or end the oppression of the society at some future date.
 
The self that is so negated by society, and which negation is deeply internalized by kothis themselves, is responsible for the lack of self-worth and self-esteem of the kothi. The kothi is made vulnerable by the actions of society at large, and he increases his vulnerability by defining his self in the stereotype of the gender role of an oppressed female in a traditional society.  Being told that he is not a man, or less than a man, and feeling uncomfortable with the roles and responsibilities that men have appropriated for themselves, a kothi begins to identify as a female. But this identification is not in the image of an empowered woman. It is an exaggerated parody of the vulnerable woman. Therefore in traditional societal structures, a kothi does not find the moorings of empowerment. He continues to languish in a self-defined and society determined disempowered role.
 
It is often observed that this sense of disempowerment translates into the kothi accepting the abuse and violations of his rights and bodily integrity, as his due in society. He rarely fights back, and he deals with the trauma of all the abuse by either turning on himself in self-destructive ways, or by suffering in silence. Psychological dysfunction is also observed in a lot of cases.
 
It also has economic ramifications. A kothi is hounded in educational institutions, so he cannot study. His lack of literacy compels him into economic disadvantage. He is very often denied inheritance and is forced into sex work. Employers discriminate and harass them at the workplace, compelling them to leave the job market or seek jobs that under-employ them.
 
In any HIV prevention intervention one has to take into account the above realities. In the contemporary world where it is widely believed that the real antidote to the HIV and AIDS pandemic is by securing, protecting and promoting the rights of those most vulnerable. It becomes imperative that we approach the work of intervening with kothis, by keeping these social factors in mind, so that appropriate advocacy and other tools can be developed, that empowers kothis to take on the role of protecting themselves, even as they enhance their self-worth and self-esteem, and get nearer to becoming equal partners and participants is social life
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