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Frameworks ofFrameworks of
male-to-male sex in South Asiamale-to-male sex in South Asia

Sexual diversity and polymorphous behaviourSexual diversity and polymorphous behaviour
Includes:Includes:
•• Gendered framework and performative identities,Gendered framework and performative identities,

sexual practices, and sex rolessexual practices, and sex roles
•• Sexual identity/orientationSexual identity/orientation
•• Discharge, Institutional, Situational, EconomicDischarge, Institutional, Situational, Economic
•• AccessibilityAccessibility

Class, education and poverty frame practices andClass, education and poverty frame practices and
identitiesidentities
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A homosocial and A homosocial and homoaffectionalhomoaffectional
culture with:culture with:

•• Gender segregation and social control of femalesGender segregation and social control of females
•• Overcrowding and male only spacesOvercrowding and male only spaces
•• A gendered construction of male-to- male sexA gendered construction of male-to- male sex
•• Poverty, unemployment and low incomePoverty, unemployment and low income
•• encourage male-to-male sex workencourage male-to-male sex work
•• Males are easier to access than femalesMales are easier to access than females
•• Sex practice defined by behaviour/acts ratherSex practice defined by behaviour/acts rather
•• than identitiesthan identities
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IdentitiesIdentities
•• Kothis/zenanas/metisKothis/zenanas/metis

A self-identified label used by feminised males who haveA self-identified label used by feminised males who have
sex with men, and use their feminised behaviours insex with men, and use their feminised behaviours in
public spaces to  attract public spaces to  attract ““real menreal men”” for sex. They are for sex. They are
usually sexually penetrated.usually sexually penetrated.

However, many However, many kothis kothis will also be married withwill also be married with
children in a culture of children in a culture of ““compulsory heterosexualitycompulsory heterosexuality””

Primarily from low income populationsPrimarily from low income populations
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IdentitiesIdentities

•• HijrasHijras
A self-identified term used by males who defineA self-identified term used by males who define
themselves as themselves as ““not-men/not-womennot-men/not-women”” but as a but as a
““third genderthird gender””. Hijras cross-dress publicly and. Hijras cross-dress publicly and
privately and as a part of a social, religious andprivately and as a part of a social, religious and
cultural community. Ritual castration is a part ofcultural community. Ritual castration is a part of
the hijra identity. Sex with men is common. Theythe hijra identity. Sex with men is common. They
also have their own language, known as also have their own language, known as ““UltiUlti””..
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Gay FrameworkGay Framework

•• Gay-identified men tend from educated and upper-Gay-identified men tend from educated and upper-
income metro populationsincome metro populations

•• They tend to find partners who are also gay-identifiedThey tend to find partners who are also gay-identified
•• Do not socialise or access low-income Do not socialise or access low-income kothikothi--

identified malesidentified males
•• Might access non-identified Might access non-identified ‘‘real menreal men’’

Male-to-male sex frameworks bounded not onlyMale-to-male sex frameworks bounded not only
by gender roles or sexual orientation, but also class,by gender roles or sexual orientation, but also class,
education and income.education and income.
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LabellingLabelling

•• Panthis/giriyasPanthis/giriyas
The kothi name give to The kothi name give to ““real menreal men””

•• PariksPariks
The kothi name given to the The kothi name given to the ‘‘husbandhusband’’ of a kothi  of a kothi –– a a
regular partner of a kothiregular partner of a kothi
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LabellingLabelling

•• Do-Do-parathas/double-deckersparathas/double-deckers & AC/DC & AC/DC
Kothi terms for those men who penetrate and areKothi terms for those men who penetrate and are
penetrated. Disparaging.penetrated. Disparaging.

•• Chapati-chapatiChapati-chapati
A kothi term for kothis who have sex with other kothis.A kothi term for kothis who have sex with other kothis.
Shameful. Sometimes called Shameful. Sometimes called ‘‘lesbian sexlesbian sex’’
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““Why do men have sex with men? This is notWhy do men have sex with men? This is not
normal. We normal. We kothis kothis are here for them.are here for them.””

““I donI don’’t mind if my t mind if my panthipanthi beats me up. It only beats me up. It only
shows how manly and powerful he is.shows how manly and powerful he is.””

““When my When my parikparik beats me, I feel as helpless as a beats me, I feel as helpless as a
woman. Since I want to be a woman, it actuallywoman. Since I want to be a woman, it actually
makes me feel good.makes me feel good.””

From interviews with kothi-identified malesFrom interviews with kothi-identified males



10

In terms of HIV prevention,  bipolar categories ofIn terms of HIV prevention,  bipolar categories of
•• MAN/WOMANMAN/WOMAN
•• HOMOSEXUAL/HETEROSEXUALHOMOSEXUAL/HETEROSEXUAL
•• GAY/STRAIGHTGAY/STRAIGHT
do not work to address HIV concernsdo not work to address HIV concerns
Hence  the categoryHence  the category

““MEN WHO HAVE SEX WITH MENMEN WHO HAVE SEX WITH MEN””

But the category MAN/MEN can be problematicBut the category MAN/MEN can be problematic
since this is also socially constructed.since this is also socially constructed.
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In South Asia much of male-to-male sex is  basedIn South Asia much of male-to-male sex is  based
on gender/sex/age roles.on gender/sex/age roles.

The penetrating partner often sees himself as aThe penetrating partner often sees himself as a
MAN, while the penetrated partner tends to beMAN, while the penetrated partner tends to be
Perceived - and perceive himself  - as NOT-MANPerceived - and perceive himself  - as NOT-MAN

Thus in both cases, the term Men Who Have SexThus in both cases, the term Men Who Have Sex
With Men becomes problematicWith Men becomes problematic

Masculinities, Sexualities
and Gender Orientation
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Some DataSome Data

•• 25% of medical students at Patna Medical25% of medical students at Patna Medical
College in a 1992 survey revealed that theyCollege in a 1992 survey revealed that they
had same-sex relationships (H/V. Wyatt, 1993)had same-sex relationships (H/V. Wyatt, 1993)

•• Of the 1500 men who replied to aOf the 1500 men who replied to a
questionnaire in an English menquestionnaire in an English men’’s magazine ins magazine in
India, Debonair, 29.5% stated that had sexIndia, Debonair, 29.5% stated that had sex
with another man before the age of 20 yearswith another man before the age of 20 years
(Roy Chan, et al. 1998)(Roy Chan, et al. 1998)
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•• A survey of 527 truck drivers in northeastA survey of 527 truck drivers in northeast
India revealing that 15% had sex with menIndia revealing that 15% had sex with men
(S.I. Ahmed, 1993)(S.I. Ahmed, 1993)

•• In Bangladesh, a study conducted by theIn Bangladesh, a study conducted by the
International Centre for Diarrhoea DiseasesInternational Centre for Diarrhoea Diseases
Research, Bangladesh in 2002 indicated thatResearch, Bangladesh in 2002 indicated that
over 22% of rickshaw pullers had sex withover 22% of rickshaw pullers had sex with
other males.other males.
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In Pakistan, the July 1996 edition ofIn Pakistan, the July 1996 edition of
AIDS Analysis Asia reported that:AIDS Analysis Asia reported that:
•• 20% of men in one rural area have male-to-20% of men in one rural area have male-to-
male sexmale sex

•• 40% of men living in a Karachi squatter40% of men living in a Karachi squatter
settlement had male-to-male sexsettlement had male-to-male sex

•• 72% of truck drivers in central Karachi had sex72% of truck drivers in central Karachi had sex
with other males, while 76% had sex with femalewith other males, while 76% had sex with female
sex workerssex workers
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Dhaka StudyDhaka Study
(non-kothi identified men at a range of sites N= 1096)(non-kothi identified men at a range of sites N= 1096)
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Dhaka StudyDhaka Study
(non-kothi identified men at a range of sites N= 1087)(non-kothi identified men at a range of sites N= 1087)
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Stigma and DiscriminationStigma and Discrimination
In a gendered sexual environment many malesIn a gendered sexual environment many males

who have sex with males are doubly stigmatisedwho have sex with males are doubly stigmatised

because of :because of :

•• Their feminised social behavioursTheir feminised social behaviours
•• The perceived knowledge that they are anallyThe perceived knowledge that they are anally

penetratedpenetrated
•• Gay-identified men are at time also perceived asGay-identified men are at time also perceived as

feminised malesfeminised males
Note: known as kothis, zenanas, metisNote: known as kothis, zenanas, metis
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•• Such stigmatisation leads to masculine violence,Such stigmatisation leads to masculine violence,
social exclusion and denial of services.social exclusion and denial of services.

•• As males growing up in a patriarchal society, suchAs males growing up in a patriarchal society, such
feminised males are also self-stigmatised becausefeminised males are also self-stigmatised because
of their gendered identities, social exclusion andof their gendered identities, social exclusion and
sense of worthlessness.sense of worthlessness.

•• And of course stigmatisation is greatly reinforcedAnd of course stigmatisation is greatly reinforced
when living with HIV/AIDS.when living with HIV/AIDS.
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Violence and AbuseViolence and Abuse

In a 2002 study conducted in Bangladesh withIn a 2002 study conducted in Bangladesh with
feminine-identified males (N=124):feminine-identified males (N=124):

•• 33% reported sexual assault or rape by their33% reported sexual assault or rape by their
““friendsfriends””

•• 48% reported being sexually assaulted or raped48% reported being sexually assaulted or raped
by local policeby local police

•• 64% reported being harassed by police64% reported being harassed by police
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•• 71% reported being sexually harassed by local71% reported being sexually harassed by local
hooliganshooligans

•• 87% stated that they have been sexually assaulted87% stated that they have been sexually assaulted
because they were effeminatebecause they were effeminate

•• 41% stated that their harassment by police was41% stated that their harassment by police was
because they were effeminatebecause they were effeminate

Reports from elsewhere in South Asia indicateReports from elsewhere in South Asia indicate
similar levels of violence, sexual assault and rape onsimilar levels of violence, sexual assault and rape on
feminised MSM.feminised MSM.
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Vulnerability and RiskVulnerability and Risk
•• Power inequalities and disempowermentPower inequalities and disempowerment

•• Low self-esteemLow self-esteem

•• Violence and abuseViolence and abuse

•• Rape, blackmail and illegalityRape, blackmail and illegality

For low-income feminised males this is reinforcedFor low-income feminised males this is reinforced
by:by:

•• PovertyPoverty

•• Low levels of literacyLow levels of literacy
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This leads to social exclusion exacerbatedThis leads to social exclusion exacerbated
by fear of discovery, which leads to:by fear of discovery, which leads to:

•• Low condom usageLow condom usage
•• Multiple partnersMultiple partners
•• Lack of STI treatmentLack of STI treatment

HIGH VULNERABILITYHIGH VULNERABILITY
HIGH RISK BEHAVIOURSHIGH RISK BEHAVIOURS
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Addressing Social ExclusionAddressing Social Exclusion
and Vulnerabilityand Vulnerability

Unless we address the social, cultural, judicialUnless we address the social, cultural, judicial
and legal impediments to effective HIV/AIDSand legal impediments to effective HIV/AIDS
and sexual health interventions among males whoand sexual health interventions among males who
have sex with males, and deal effectively withhave sex with males, and deal effectively with
stigma, discrimination, masculine violence andstigma, discrimination, masculine violence and
social exclusion, the social exclusion, the ““fight against AIDSfight against AIDS”” could be could be
lost.lost.
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Issues that must be addressed:Issues that must be addressed:
•• Advocacy and policyAdvocacy and policy

Repeal of legislation and Repeal of legislation and sensitisingsensitising of law enforcement agencies, of law enforcement agencies,
judiciary and mediajudiciary and media

•• Identity-based self-help interventionsIdentity-based self-help interventions
kothi, hijra and gay self-help groups towards community buildingkothi, hijra and gay self-help groups towards community building
and and mobilisingmobilising, along with recognition of gender variance and, along with recognition of gender variance and
diversitydiversity

•• Anal sex as a mainstream behaviourAnal sex as a mainstream behaviour
Partners of feminised males are from the general male population,Partners of feminised males are from the general male population,
many of whom also have anal sex with womenmany of whom also have anal sex with women
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Issues that must be addressed:Issues that must be addressed:

•• Capacity and skills buildingCapacity and skills building
With low income populations there are a lack  of skills,With low income populations there are a lack  of skills,
knowledge  and capacity. They will require on-goingknowledge  and capacity. They will require on-going
technical support.technical support.

•• Promote sexual responsibilityPromote sexual responsibility
Majority of males who have sex with males will becomeMajority of males who have sex with males will become
married. Female partners are at risk also.married. Female partners are at risk also.
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And finally:And finally:

We must address the social construction ofWe must address the social construction of
masculinity that allows masculinity that allows genderphobiagenderphobia to be a to be a
part of that construction, that enables violencepart of that construction, that enables violence
against feminised males (against feminised males (and femalesand females)  as)  as
socially permissible, and that socially excludessocially permissible, and that socially excludes
such males as less than human.such males as less than human.
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Human Rights - Sexual RightsHuman Rights - Sexual Rights
Rights for AllRights for All


