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‘Coming Out’ is a common term used in queer communities in the West 
to describe a process through which LGBT people realize and talk openly 
about their desires – to themselves and to others. In India, not everyone 
might use the English words “coming out,” but the process of talking 
opening about one’s sexuality and desire are similar in many ways.  Coming 
Out is a process, not a single event, and many LGBT people describe 
coming out over and over again throughout a lifetime.

This booklet is a guide to help you, or someone you know, navigate the 
process of coming out of ‘the closet’: understanding what it means and why 
you’d want to (or not want to) do it, how to decide, and what to do when 
you’ve decided. The guide aims to serve as a useful resource, guide and 
source of encouragement. This guide does not provide answers as to why 
we are queer, nor are the experiences presented here definitive. This guide 
aims to make coming out easier and make you better informed, helping 
you to become more confident in yourself and the life you are now 
building.
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The 3 steps to coming out

Coming Out is not a moment or a one-time event, but instead is a process 
– one that begins from the first time we admit and begin to accept our 
earliest same-sex attractions to the point when we tell others in our lives 
about them. There are three stages in this process:

Coming out to ourselves
The first time you come out is to yourself. To admit to ourselves that 
we desire someone of the same sex is often hard because admitting 
desire implies that we will eventually act on those feelings. This can 
be a scary thought. So, before anything else, coming out is about 
reaching a level of comfort within ourselves about our sexuality and 
our desire that is free of guilt, fear, or shame.

Coming out to friends and family
This stage continues the process of coming out, by coming out to 
those we’re close to and those we feel will support and understand 
us, such as close friends or family members.

Coming out to the rest of the world
People may choose to come out to those outside their immediate 
friends’ circles or families in a variety of ways. Some prefer to come 
out only when absolutely necessary and others might be 
comfortable enough to come out, say in a conversation where 
people are talking about marriage. Whatever extent of coming out 
one may choose, it is important to remember that there are no rules 
about this and it is a choice based on one’s comfort level. In the 
course of all our lives, changing circumstances mean that we are all 
constantly evaluating when, where and if we should come out.

Because we live in a world where everyone and everything is assumed to 
be heterosexual unless proven otherwise, the process of coming out 
never really ends – each time you meet a new person, take on a new job, or 
move to a different place, questions of how much to disclose, when and to 
whom, arise again.
Further, no two people have the same coming out process. Some 

milestones – the first person you tell, the first negative or positive 
reaction, telling immediate family or best friends – are common to most 
queer people’s coming out experiences, but there is neither a right way or 
a single way, to come out, nor is the decision to come out an unavoidable 
part of LGBT people’s lives.

Why come out at all?

So why do it? Why not simply keep sexuality and sexual identity private? 
Why does everyone need to know? There is no simple answer to this, but 
the experiences of many LGBT people who have come out return again 
and again to one point – the desire to be open about oneself and one’s life, 
especially within ourselves, and with people around us. We live in a world 
in which most of us are conditioned to believe in heterosexuality as the 
compulsory order and so one might be inclined to come out simply to 
challenge this automatic assumption about our sexuality.  (Take a look our 
Sexuality 101 Guide for thoughts on what gender and sexuality are).

Most LGBT people in India can tell their own stories of having to lie about 
the identity or gender of a lover, of being unable to have love or loss 
recognized, of resisting marriage pressure from family, of the fear of losing 
one’s job or being “outed” by others at the workplace. Many have been 
blackmailed and victimized by people threatening to expose them. The 
power of these threats emerges from the need to keep sexuality secret – a 
fear of what others might say or think, or the consequences due to the 
absence of safe social and legal spaces.

Naturally, we all choose not to talk about some parts of our lives to family 
or friends, and some of us are more private than others. However, the 
need to keep certain aspects of one’s life to oneself can become 
oppressive when it stops feeling like a choice that one can freely make. 
There is an important distinction at play here – to keep something private 
is a choice that we all have a right to, but the need to keep something 
secret might be due to fear of certain adverse consequences. Coming out 
does not imply the end of privacy. Instead it implies a state where you can 
control the amount of information you may choose to share.
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Coming out, unfortunately, cannot solve the difficulty of being queer in 
India, but, in some sense, it can rid us of the fear of being exposed in more 
uncomfortable ways or at the least reduce this fear. It is true that coming 
out can also make you a target of homophobia in various forms. However, 
it also makes possible the creation of support systems and safe spaces in 
which we may express ourselves freely. The spaces we choose to inhabit 
and have access to are often dependent on our individual contexts – 
gender, location, class, etc. - and each of us has to negotiate these contexts 
differently.

In short, it is important to come out to yourself. However, the extent to 
which you choose to come out to others is dependent on your level of 
comfort and the possible consequences of such a move.

What do I come out as?

For many queer people, one of the biggest concerns in coming out is to 
figure out what to come out as. Should we say gay? Bisexual? Queer? What 
language should we use? Some same-sex desiring people do not identify as 
gay, lesbian, or bisexual people. Often, people think that coming out only 
refers to people who have named themselves as gay, lesbian, bisexual, or 
transgender and this needn’t be the case. One can choose to not define 
their sexuality using these terms at all, or use a different term at different 
times in one’s life.

It is essential to note here and sexuality is not set in stone, and is in fact, 
fluid. The way people feel about their sexuality and the desires they have 
for others can change from time to time. In the wide range of possibilities 
that exist therefore, it is not necessary to choose one label to identify 
yourself.
The following section explains what some labels mean:

Lesbian: A woman, who is attracted, emotionally or sexually, to other 
women.

Gay: A man, who is attracted, emotionally or sexually, to other men.

Bisexual: A woman or a man, who is attracted emotionally or sexually to 
both women and men.

Transgender: Gender is not the same as sex: the ways in which we think 
of ourselves as "male" or "female" may not correspond to our biological 
bodies as men or women. So "transgender" refers to a person who 
considers his or her gender identity as different from the social identity 
expected of his or her biological body. So transgender is a person who was 
born with the body of a man, but who does not consider herself a man. Or 
a person who was born with the body of a woman, but who does not 
consider himself a woman.

You may hear people using the words transsexual and transvestite to refer 
to transgendered people.  However these terms are problematic because 
most often transgendered people do not use these terms to describe 
themselves.

Intersex: A person who is born with the biological genitalia of both sexes, 
and who chooses not to identify with either sex. An earlier used term for 
"intersex" people was the word "hermaphrodite", but today this word is 
considered derogatory, and should not be used.

Hijra: A person who identifies as part of a community in South Asia that 
includes people born biologically as men or intersex, but who dress as 
women and lead lives that incorporate elements of both male and female 
social roles. Some hijras in South Asia identify as "neither male nor female", 
while some hijras identify as women. Some identities that are similar to 
the hijra identity, but vary regionally also include Aravani (in Tamil Nadu) 
and Kojja (in Andhra Pradesh).

Kothi: People born biologically as men or intersex, but who consider 
themselves feminine in their demeanour and identify themselves as the 
passive partners, when they have sex with men. Kothis may or may not 
dress in women's clothes, or may do so only occasionally. This does not 
imply that kothis have sex only with other men.

Queer: The word "queer" began as a derogatory word in the English-
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speaking West to refer to people who openly crossed socially-sanctioned 
norms of gender or sexuality. In the late twentieth century, the word was 
reclaimed by academics, activists and others to refer to any identity or 
politics that questioned or challenged socially-sanctioned norms of 
gender and sexuality. It now mainly has a positive connotation, but some 
people might still think of the term as pejorative, given its offensive history.

Labelling oneself, and getting labelled by others.

Words like gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender and so on become names that 
define us, what we are proud to be, what marks us out. Others may use 
these words but not feel fully comfortable with them, and yet others will 
not use them at all. Of course, the act of naming oneself is not supposed to 
be set in stone. You could give yourself different names at different times. It 
is possible that sometimes you might feel more ‘bi’, sometimes more ‘gay’ / 
‘lesbian’; you are supposed to define your name, not the other way round!

While talking about our sexuality, these labels help us explain ourselves in 
simple terms. You might find that using these identity labels helps the 
person you are speaking to understand and grasp the concept of same-sex 
desire. We also use these names to identify with other queer people. But 
the name, for some, can also be experienced as limiting one’s otherwise 
variable identity. This is something that one can keep in mind and deal with 
according to what’s comfortable for each individual, and some of us might 
choose to avoid using these labels at all.

We should not let others determine all the decisions and definitions for us.  
Whatever words we choose to use, our choice isn’t fixed for life. It is all 
right, and often the case, that many queer people use different descriptions 
of their sexuality in different contexts and at different times in their lives.

It is important to understand, therefore, the private (coming out to 
ourselves) and the public (coming out to others) nature of the coming out 
process. We may choose to or choose not to label ourselves when coming 
out to ourselves, the first step in the coming out process. We should 
however separate this from coming out to others where others may want 

to label us to help themselves understand. Even if we are not comfortable 
with the labelling, we need to adapt to being labelled by others after 
coming out. By speaking to them later, we can explain why we choose not 
to use the labels. The important point is to be comfortable with one’s 
desires, no matter for whom they are. How to understand such desires is a 
much longer term process.

Things to do before coming out

Unfortunately, there is no way of knowing what the right time is to come 
out and if there is one at all. Each individual person has a specific set of 
circumstances, a specific background, family, financial stability, and so on at 
any point of time. These circumstances can lead to different consequences 
after coming out, at different times.

The important thing is that the decision should be your own – when you 
feel ready, equipped to handle whatever might come your way in the 
process of coming out, and have support around you in case you need it.

There is often a pressure that many LGBT people feel – both internally and 
from friends and other LGBT people around them – to come out. Within 
LGBT spaces, people are often described as being “out” or “closeted” and 
a hierarchy exists between these two worlds, despite the fact that several 
of us live in worlds somewhere in between, where we are ‘out’ to some 
and not to others. Yet it is important to remember that one should not 
come out only because of this pressure, and that no one has the right to 
tell another person if, and when, they should come out.

In this section we talk about what you can do to create the right 
environment for coming out. This is not therefore a question of timing, but 
decision that should be about when you feel ready to come out. And you 
will feel more ready if you prepare for the process. Some important 
aspects of preparing yourself are given below.

Build support – Support or support structures may be of several 
types and it is important to have them at the time of coming out. It 
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might be emotional support, such as friends or one family member 
who is close to you. It might be financial support, such as a job and 
money in case there is a rejection from the family. It might just be a 
place where you can go and stay in case you feel staying at home 
creates discomfort. Or, it could be a LGBT support group in your 
city, where you can go and talk about your coming out process.

If the option exists, it is good for every queer person to have a few 
friends and safe spaces that they can rely on through the coming out 
process. This is often not possible in the early days of the process, but 
increasingly, as more people know about your coming out, it often 
becomes possible to find allies and friends who can support you w-
hen you come out. This becomes especially important in coming out 
to one’s family – where external sources of support can often play a 
critical role in the initial period.

Arm yourself with information – You’re going to be asked a lot 
of questions, anticipate common ones and arm yourself with the 
right language – words might fail you at the time, and it’s easier to 
have some constructed sentences in your head. This guide provides 
you with answers to some of the common questions in the last 
section. Our Sexuality 101 guide also provides you answers to other 
common questions.  Also, look up websites, read books or watch 
movies – these are all good ways to learn how to answer questions, 
or read about others who have come out and how they did it.

Create the right environment – Coming out to others is a 
process that involves two people and it is therefore essential to 
gauge and respect the reactions of the other person. Not everyone 
will be happy to hear about your sexuality and it helps in most cases 
to create the right environment.

It is strategic useful and easy to get a sense of how someone feels 
about different sexualities.  Ask questions like ‘Hey, have you seen 
this film Brokeback Mountain – it got an Oscar, right?’ or ‘You know, I 
was on my way to work and the road to Jantar Mantar was blocked 
because of this gay pride march that was happening – so colourful 

and vibrant it seemed!’ or some statements like these. If the reply to 
any of these is a big happy nod or if they are somewhat positive, or 
give you that twinkle in the eye you were looking for, then your work 
is done!

Safety – physical and mental – This is something many of us 
would not like to think about, but take care to think seriously about 
threats to your physical and mental safety. You could do a little bit of 
pre-calculation about what you can expect. Take precautions, have 
backups, have places to go to. It is advisable to keep a few phone 
numbers of helpful and supportive people handy, such as that of a 
queer support group.

Things to remember

It is Normal to be Scared – It is normal, in fact, to be close to 
terrified. There is no denying that coming out to anyone takes 
courage, and it’s important to remember that and embrace your fear 
as you take it head on. Accept it, vent it, let it all out, and overcome it. 
Remember and use your support spaces, and focus on why it’s 
important for you to do what you’re doing.

Give People Time – For friends and family, the first reaction to 
someone close to them coming out is often shock, sometimes 
accompanied by a healthy dose of anger and a rush of things that are 
often quite hurtful. It might seem unfair, and is by no means easy to 
do, but it’s important to not judge anyone you come out to by their 
first reaction alone. This by no means implies that you should 
disregard a hostile reaction, but suggests more that you take a long 
term view, and remember that sometimes people need some time 
for the disclosure to settle in before they can fully, or at times, 
reasonably, react. It might also help to differentiate between various 
reactions such as worry, shock, blind support or sheer hostility.

Remind yourself why you are doing this – When the going gets 
tough, a reminder of why you started it all, and that you have others 
behind you is a good idea. Sometimes it helps to have a safe word, a 
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often quite hurtful. It might seem unfair, and is by no means easy to 
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first reaction alone. This by no means implies that you should 
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Remind yourself why you are doing this – When the going gets 
tough, a reminder of why you started it all, and that you have others 
behind you is a good idea. Sometimes it helps to have a safe word, a 



sentence, even a song to remember, just something that reminds you 
that you can get through it.

Project Positivity – You want to look confident and happy about 
your decision to come out. This is essential to ensure that the other 
person gets the feeling that you are sure about what you are saying, 
and then works on accepting it, and feeling happy for you. If you 
project a sense of being unsure and unhappy about your sexuality, it 
will make it harder to the other person to accept it and will 
strengthen the idea that your discomfort arises because your 
sexuality is “unnatural” and “abnormal”.

Coming Out at the Workplace

People are always worried about coming out at the workplace as they fear 
this will negatively impact their work environment by making it more 
hostile, come in the way of promotions or lead to a termination of 
employment on unfair grounds.

The first things to remember here is that it is only important to come out 
to those who matter to you, and in a workplace, this could be colleagues 
who are also friends. But does the whole office need to know? Not 
necessarily. However, there are some workplaces which are more liberal 
and you could choose to be out to everyone. Some large organisations 
have LGBT alliances and networks and if these exist, it is easier to come 
out at the workplace. Check for these alliances and networks, but also be 
sure about the employment policies at your office. If your employment is 
terminated on grounds of your sexual orientation, it is always possible to 
take legal recourse.

Coming Out in Marriages

In India, it is expected that “normal” life and sexual behaviour must result 
in marriage. In other words, sexuality in India has been understood to be 
sanctioned by just one form of legitimate relationship, which is marriage. 
Until very recently, with a criminal law in place, the option to resist 
marriage pressure was present for very few queer people in India. And this 

was particularly true for women, who in a patriarchal society are given less 
decision making power, but was also true for men as they are required to 
marry and father children. Therefore it is important to note that many 
queer people find themselves in a marriage, not out of choice, but either 
because of pressure or because they believe that it is the “normal” things 
to do and will “help” them fit into society by altering they sexual 
preference.

Coming out can be a point of departure from the marital relationship but 
it does not necessarily mean the end of marriage. There might be men and 
women who prefer to continue living with each other after one of the 
members comes out – marriage can mean security of various kinds, social 
sanction, financial security and emotional togetherness, and staying 
together is a choice that some people make. However, many choose to 
end their marriage because they don’t want to lead what they may see as a 
dual life, or because they would rather live with another partner of their 
choice.

You might want to be in a situation where you are the one who tells your 
husband or wife about your sexuality, instead of being “outed” to him or 
her. It may help to talk honestly about why you entered the marriage in the 
first place, under what circumstances, whether or not it was voluntary. 
Accept responsibility for any pain caused, however unintentional, and take 
responsibility for helping to create a more positive situation for your 
spouse who may feel cheated or that they have wasted some portion of 
their lives. Helping them to understand your coming out process will also 
help your forgive yourself.

You should, of course, keep in mind that your spouse may not necessarily 
understand your situation. Allow them their anger but don’t accept open 
hostility. You should have thought about alternative situations if your 
marriage will necessarily break up on your coming out. You could think of 
friends, other members of the family or someone you’d go to in case of an 
unpleasant situation.
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Commonly Asked Questions and Answers

Is same sex desire natural?
The first thing we need to acknowledge is what we consider ‘natural’ 
changes with time. It is socially constructed. Several things that were 
considered unnatural earlier, are now acceptable. For example, 
doctors actively recommend that couples use birth control 
mechanisms, which were not considered natural a few decades ago. 
Wearing clothes, drinking coca cola, living in concrete houses, taking 
chemical based medicines are some everyday examples of what may 
not be quite ‘natural’.

Very often, an allied question of whether there are traces of 
homosexuality in the animal kingdom does come up. While 
homosexuality has been observed in 472 species of animals, this 
particular question leads us to another one. If we were to look at 
animal behaviour to set a precedent for what is/is not ‘natural’ for 
certain kinds of activities, why not for all? Several species eat their 
young, or abandon them. We must also understand, that when we 
look to the animal kingdom for what is considered ‘natural’ we are 
rather selective in our choices. Human society functions on an 
altogether different set of norms, and the notion of what is ‘natural’ 
is constructed based on these norms.

Is same sex desire normal?
The idea of what is ‘normal’ is not something that has remained 
static in human history. It was normal, and still is in some places, to 
burn women in the name of sati; slavery was considered normal at 
one time. The idea of heterosexuality as normal and homosexuality 
as abnormal is, therefore, not a given and is as dependent on our 
times and social context as any of these other examples. A strategic 
counter question from the above examples and any other you might 
come up with is recommended. Just make sure the answer will be 
“no” from the person you are speaking to.

Is same sex desire a disease? Can it be cured?
It is not a disease and therefore there is no question of a “cure”.

It has been stated very clearly by the World Health Organisation and 
other international mental and medical health societies that 
homosexuality is not a mental disorder, an illness, or any other kind 
of disease.

But in India (just like in many other places in the world), society’s 
views about homosexuality are not greatly governed by the WHO! 
There are still medical practitioners who view it as a disease and 
families hopelessly try to “cure” people by using aversion therapy 
and other equally futile and potentially harmful methods.

Is it legal in India?
Yes.
Since 1860, Section 377 of the Indian Penal Code had criminalised 
homosexuality. On July 2nd 2009, ruling on public interest litigations 
filed by the Naz Foundation as well as Voices Against Section 377 – a 
coalition of many different rights organisations only some of whom 
are explicitly LGBT-focsed— the Delhi High Court brought out a 
landmark judgement that de-criminalised same-sex sexual activity 
between adults in private. Not only did this judgment effectively 
decriminalise homosexuality in India, it is among the first 
articulations from the State upholding the rights, dignity and equality 
of queer Indians.
Though the judgment has been challenged by some parties in the 
Supreme Court, it is significant that the Government of India chose 
not to appeal the High Court verdict.

How do you know you are LGBT/Queer?
There are many different answers to this question. Some people 
believe that they were born lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender. 
Some others just feel sexual desire for someone of their own sex 
and thus come to this conclusion. For yet others, being queer it is 
also a political choice not to adhere to the norms of 
heteronormative society.
Either way, it must be a strong enough feeling to have decide to go 
through the process of coming out. Keep any one of the above 
arguments or any other you might think of ready at hand.
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COMING 
OUT 

STORIES

A NIGHT AT THE BEACH

It was a pleasant winter day in Chennai. We lived literally five minutes away from 
the beach. Amma and I decided to take an after dinner walk to the beach. As we 
walked down our lane, in a momentary lapse of all sensibility (or so I thought 
then!), I put into practice the conversation I had been practicing for months.

Me:  Amma, I am in love with a woman.
Amma:  hmmmm….
Amma:  I knew you would experiment some day. But so soon??

( a gentle smile escaped her lips)
Me: I am not experimenting Ma. I am in love.

(silence continued for a solid 10 minutes. We settled down on the 
pavement ledge on the beach.)

Amma: It’s going to be difficult. I just want you to know that whatever 
happens, I am there for you.

Me: hmmmm…

- Chennai, December 2000

Will you get AIDS?
HIV/AIDS has no direct correlation with same-sex desire. 
It is a question of safety in sexual activity and in other spaces of blood 
transfusion. It is a question concerning safety and responsibility for 
everyone, whatever their sexuality. While these considerations are 
supremely important for yourself and for those you engage in sexual 
relationships with, any connection between same-sex sexual activity 
and the virus is a carefully created and nourished myth. Deny it 
entirely and arm yourself with information.

What about marriage and children?
In an ideal world, marriage and children should be a decision 
everyone makes - straight or queer. It should not be the central 
aspect of any relationship unless someone chooses for it to be. 
Biologically, same-sex desire does not have the possibility of 
procreation; but options of artificial insemination, adoption and so 
on do exist. These options are not easily available in reality in India 
today, however, there are enormous number of stories of queer 
people in India who have chosen ways of committing to their 
partner and even finding ways to have and raise children.

Is it just about sex?
Sex is undoubtedly an important part of any sexuality – straight or 
queer. Sex is no more or no less important when you are with 
someone of the same sex as it is when you are with someone of the 
opposite sex. But being queer is not just about sex, it is about all the 
emotions that go into human relationships.

For more commonly asked questions and answers see our guide on 
sexuality – Queer Basics:  A Guide To Thinking About Sexuality
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THE SCARED BRANCH

7th October, 07; near midnight: 'Ab jag-zaahir na karna' ('Now don't make it 
evident to the world', and in the surprising pithiness of Punjabi, almost like – 
'Don't make it world-evident'). My mom sometimes breaks into Punjabi when she 
talks with me. Mostly it is Hindi sprinkled with phrases from Punjabi and 
sometimes, in rare moods, English. But the pact that she made with me was simple 
and pretty colloquial. I had told her that I was gay (another convenient word that 
we choose; it never satisfies). She was relieved. 'Now that you've told, we can be 
ready for it'. 'You should have told earlier.' 'For the last two and half years, you 
were reticent.' 'Good you have told me.' 'I was afraid it was drugs, you talked so 
awkwardly' 'But I'll have to be ready'.  More sentences like these, more comforts 
and discomforts, more language exchanged. 'But there is no need to tell everyone 
in the world.' By the world, this 'jag', she meant her extended family. My 
grandparents and uncles. I never had a wish to tell them anyway. My worlds are 
never going to intersect with theirs. Just mom, dad and brother. And we can try to 
communicate, now that the word is out.

My mother said: 'I am like the trunk of the tree and there are branches all over. 
And all my branches are ordered and they are growing predictably and in 
directions I know. But now there's this branch which is straying in some unknown 
direction. And I am scared because I don't know where it's going. I can't protect it. 
I don't even know what dangers it's going to meet. I'm so helpless.' It's interesting 
how we break into analogies at complex moments to hinge our thoughts. Where 
we distrust the usual words. Where we shy away from a ruthless directness and 
try to reveal meaning even while we are hiding in a beautiful sort of angularity. I am 
that branch that my mother is scared of. I told her that 'This straying branch is 
equally scared, Ma.' And once you share your fears, they lessen.

TRING! TRING!

I had played it in my head many times over.  Wondered what the consequences 
would be like, wondered if I was going to be asked to leave the house I was 
brought up in. I had always considered coming out to my parents the hardest thing 
in the world, much harder than letting my friends or other people in my life in on 
my deep dark secret.

Eventually I knew that I was going to have to tell them, I couldn't stand the duality 

and the pretense that was becoming a part of my life. I had a plan; I would get out 
of college, get a job, become independent and then on my own terms let them 
know. Life isn't so simple.

It happened quite suddenly, I was on the phone with a friend of mine from out of 
town and we were having a rather lewd and free flowing conversation about 
sexuality. My father ended up listening to the entire conversation, outing me even 
before I knew what had happened! The conversation ended with my dad yelling at 
me to cut the call, which was followed by the realization that I was well finally out, 
to the people who mattered to me most.

What surprised me was how easily both my parents accepted the situation, and 
before I knew it the whole conversation was history. It literally took only two 
hours and we had moved on!

I still choose to not out myself at work, and that I feel more comfortable because I 
don't want to unnecessarily expose myself to the sometimes bigoted opinions of 
colleagues and general acquaintances. But at the same time I feel that the people I 
care about deserve to know the real me.

OUT  WITHOUT A LABEL

I had been telling my mother non-stop about Queer pride in Delhi. This was 
before Delhi's first Queer Pride. I must have sounded frenzied. Told her what it 
means for us to have a Pride march! At the end of my long rant, she asked, "So has 
the confusion cleared?" To which I replied, "I don’t think there ever was any."

Nothing more was said. I loosened up a lot more around her. I would not lower 
my voice when I was on the phone with somebody. I felt as comfortable curling up 
on the sofa with "Tipping the Velvet", as I would with any other book. I doubt if it 
would have seemed suspect if I had done that even otherwise, at least with my 
mother. But the fear that she might think something when I am not ready for it 
constantly lingered. 

More than a year later, as a student in JNU, I was told by my room-mate to move 
out of the room as she was not comfortable with sharing living space with 
someone like me. She didn’t feel secure anymore, she said. Amongst several 
people whom I relied on to understand what I might have felt at that point, my 
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mother did feature. By then, I wanted her to understand what all it meant for me 
to be queer. She heard what I had to say, and at that point, just asked me to 'be 
careful' (whatever that meant).

My father, whom I was not out to yet, heard the conversation! I got to know about 
this two days later, when he called me and said "So I heard about what has been 
happening with your room-mate". While I was going berserk at one end of the 
phone wondering what must be going on in his mind, my father remained 
surprisingly calm and composed. I learnt, much later, that my mother had spent 
two days easing him into the process - ranging from talking to him incessantly 
about it, to giving him books and articles to read!

Never did I think that I would come out to my parents without using the words 
"Queer", "Bisexual","non-normative" - words which I take so much for granted 
when describing myself or my life!

GANDU

I was one of those kids who the macho boys in school pointed at and referred to 
as gandu. Perhaps it was because I was quiet, didn’t play much sports, and had 
more female friends, or because in the 7th grade I ran behind a couple of boys and 
tried to kiss them. I didn’t know what gandu meant and never bothered finding 
out. Never thought much about my sexuality, and looking at the boy-girl couples 
around me, I just assumed I’d have a girlfriend once I was more ‘macho’. 

In the 11th grade, when I suddenly realized I liked men, I hid it from everyone. I 
watched porn featuring only women in an attempt to ‘convert’ myself. I even 
learnt a few shlokas and recited them before going to bed. Nothing worked, and I 
spent two years hating this ‘thing’ I had become, and at the same time my hard disc 
was overflowing with gay porn and pictures of men. And that can be confusing!

He was introduced by a common friend, who kept talking about how similar he 
and I were. I wasn’t out to anyone, but one day she happened to mention he was 
gay. I met him in a group once, lied about something and got his phone number, 
called him the same night and said I needed to talk. 

“I feel like you’d understand, I’m a lot like… you”
“You are?”

“Er, yes. I mean, you know…”
“I don’t.”
“Oh”
“Listen, just say the word.”
“Gay?”
“There you go. Good.”
“Oh!”

It took two minutes, and I’d forgotten all about the confusion, pain and loneliness 
I’d felt for two years. 

UNPREPARED

I had spent the last few years having random conversations on the dinner table 
about every kind of alternative lifestyle I could imagine. From bachelorhood, to 
communal living, to polygamy to (what I really needed to get my family thinking 
about) being gay.  The tabloids gave me enough fodder for excuses to bring these 
topics up. I would generally bring up the topic and then let them fight it out, 
spurring the conversation with a few well placed questions. 

By now my family had understood that I thought differently from the standard 
pre-ordained script of life that everybody followed. And they had come to terms 
with that. I was somewhat financially stable,  had a great set of queer friends who I 
counted on for support and I had done my homework in preparing myself for just 
about any question that might come my way. I was ready to come out.

Sometime earlier, I had made a decision not to do the grand, dramatic declaration 
of coming out. My parents old enough to be my grand parents.  And despite all my 
groundwork, and their inherent open-mindedness and intuitive intelligence, I 
thought that they needed to absorb my being gay at their own pace and their own 
time. So, I decided to stop pretending to be straight. They would figure it out. 

What this meant was to stop telling the little white lies that I told to mask my 
sexuality. Like lying when I went on a date. It was always easy to make out.  And 
they would always ask (with an amused gleam in their eye) who I was going to see. 
Normally, I would lie and take a female friend's name. And they'd chuckle. Now, I 
stopped doing that. I had just started dating this guy, and if mum asked, I'd say I was 
going to meet Mohit. It confused her, but in a few months, she figured it out.
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My room was a no-go zone. If the house was burning down, you were still 
required to knock and I would step out. She walked into my room that night, 
without a knock or an apology. She came and stood behind me, as I worked on my 
computer. Three silent minutes passed (I was watching the clock on my comp... 
and three minutes is a really long time). She seemed then to gather her courage 
and without preamble, asked "Are You Gay?". Despite the years of preparation, I 
was still shaken and disoriented. My confidence went for a toss. I questioned my 
entire approach. Every What-If imaginable went through my head and I was 
suddenly convinced that the worst possible was becoming an absolute certainty. I 
was shaking visibly. And very, very afraid. 

I sat there, looking at my computer screen, pretending to be absorbed in 
whatever it was that I had been doing. It somehow felt wrong to admit to the fear 
and panic in my head. The question hung in the air demanding an answer. I faked 
nonchalance and in equal bluntness, I said, "yes".  Tense, opaque minutes followed 
with mum and I frozen in position. I got up and turned around to finally face her. I 
could easily make out that she had been hoping against hope that her conclusions 
were unfounded, and yet she looked partly relieved.  

Then she asked me the one question I wasn't prepared for. 
 
My 60 year old mother asked me "Would you marry a Lesbian?"

As I stood there with my mouth agape, she launched into this very reasoned 
argument -- bringing up companionship, support and the need for someone when 
you're old, and rather sheepishly, that best of all, no one would have to know and 
we could both have our fun on the side. Just the idea of my mother having 
imagined me having a sex-life was kinda gross, but here it was. 

"Wouldn't you prefer that if I were spending my life with someone, it was 
someone that I loved, rather than have to pretend for the sake of others?"

"I didn't think you'd go for it, but it was worth a try.  Will you settle abroad?"

"Nope. I'm not going anywhere"

She took me in her arms, hugged me extra close and said "You're my baby, I love 
you, however, whatever, whoever you are"

And we both cried. Just as I am crying as I write this, 12 years later.
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Nigah is a queer collective that works 
on issues of gender and sexuality. Apart 
from lesbian, gay, bisexual and 
transgender, we understand queer to 
be any identity, politics or process that 
challenges dominant norms. Based in 
Delhi, India, we try to create inclusive 
and safe queer spaces using media, 
training, and conversations. At Nigah, 
we remain proud to be an 
autonomous collective entirely funded 
by individual donations from queer and 
queer-friendly people in India and 
elsewhere in our attempt to 
continuously expand queer-positive 
spaces around Delhi.

QUEERING PERSPECTIVES

contact@nigah.org
facebook.com/nigahdelhi
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