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challenge ways in which most people think about it?  
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people at different moments in their lives. Although terms of identification like 
"gay", "lesbian" or "bisexual" are useful in describing people's desires, 
sometimes they might obscure more than they describe precisely because they 
do not capture the fluidity of desire.  Therefore, many people use the word 
"queer" to describe themselves as a way to capture this complexity. 

The word "queer" began as a derogatory term in the English-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 
derogatory, given its offensive history.

What makes people gay? Does something have to 
"happen" in order to make a person gay?

Turn this question around and ask: "What makes people straight?" Doesn't that 
sound absurd? "What makes people gay" is absurd in exactly the same way.

There is an underlying presumption that everybody is heterosexual unless 
proven otherwise, and if there is a deviation from this assumed universal norm, 
it necessarily needs to be accounted for. This is partly why people look for a 
causal link - specific incidents that 'turned' someone gay. 

The notion of one's sexuality comes to most people, straight or gay, in similar 
ways - an attraction to someone sitting across the room, a desire to touch 
someone, a little flip in your stomach when you see someone you have a crush 
on. Neither straight people nor gay people explicitly decide whom they should 
be attracted to – they just are attracted to those people.  It so happens that we 
call those who are attracted to their own sex homosexual and those who are 
attracted to the opposite sex heterosexual. 

People often wrongly assume that people "become gay" because of childhood 
trauma or sexual abuse either as a child or as an adult.  It has been increasingly 
proven through studies in psychology and social behaviour that there is no 
direct link between child sexual abuse and sexual orientation, whether 
homosexual or heterosexual.

What is gender?  How is it connected to biological 
sex? What is sexuality?

Gender, biological sex and sexuality are inextricably linked, but it is important 
to see how they are distinct from each other.

Gender – man or woman - is a socially constructed identity that you ascribe to 
yourself and that society ascribes to you.  

Biological sex – male, female or intersex – is the sex that is represented by 
your anatomy.  

So while sex pertains to the body, gender pertains to ideas, expressions, social 
roles and even your clothes.  Sexuality represents the desire that you feel for 
your own or other sex / gender.  

In our society, all three are expected to co-relate in a very particular way. Men 
are meant to be male and desire female women.  That is, male people are 
supposed to look like men, act like men, and sleep with women who are 
anatomically female.
 
But the three are separate and any combination is possible.  Gender identities 
may not map onto sex as society expects, or sex may not map onto sexuality as 
society expects.  For example, there are people who are born male but think of 
themselves as women.  There are women who may or may not be born female, 
and who desire women, not men.  Gender, sex and sexuality are an integral and 
integrated part of our lives and as you will read further on, no combination is 
"unnatural' or "abnormal".   

What is homosexuality?  What is queerness?

Homosexuality is a term people use to describe emotional and sexual desire 
for their own sex.  It is often used in contrast to heterosexuality which is the 
term used to describe desire for people of another sex.  A man whose desires 
are directed at other men would identify as a gay man, and a woman whose 
desires are directed at other women would identify as a lesbian woman. Men or 
women who desire both men and women identify themselves as bisexual.

However, desire is complex and fluid – people are attracted to different kinds of 



people at different moments in their lives. Although terms of identification like 
"gay", "lesbian" or "bisexual" are useful in describing people's desires, 
sometimes they might obscure more than they describe precisely because they 
do not capture the fluidity of desire.  Therefore, many people use the word 
"queer" to describe themselves as a way to capture this complexity. 

The word "queer" began as a derogatory term in the English-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 
derogatory, given its offensive history.

What makes people gay? Does something have to 
"happen" in order to make a person gay?

Turn this question around and ask: "What makes people straight?" Doesn't that 
sound absurd? "What makes people gay" is absurd in exactly the same way.

There is an underlying presumption that everybody is heterosexual unless 
proven otherwise, and if there is a deviation from this assumed universal norm, 
it necessarily needs to be accounted for. This is partly why people look for a 
causal link - specific incidents that 'turned' someone gay. 

The notion of one's sexuality comes to most people, straight or gay, in similar 
ways - an attraction to someone sitting across the room, a desire to touch 
someone, a little flip in your stomach when you see someone you have a crush 
on. Neither straight people nor gay people explicitly decide whom they should 
be attracted to – they just are attracted to those people.  It so happens that we 
call those who are attracted to their own sex homosexual and those who are 
attracted to the opposite sex heterosexual. 

People often wrongly assume that people "become gay" because of childhood 
trauma or sexual abuse either as a child or as an adult.  It has been increasingly 
proven through studies in psychology and social behaviour that there is no 
direct link between child sexual abuse and sexual orientation, whether 
homosexual or heterosexual.

What is gender?  How is it connected to biological 
sex? What is sexuality?

Gender, biological sex and sexuality are inextricably linked, but it is important 
to see how they are distinct from each other.

Gender – man or woman - is a socially constructed identity that you ascribe to 
yourself and that society ascribes to you.  

Biological sex – male, female or intersex – is the sex that is represented by 
your anatomy.  

So while sex pertains to the body, gender pertains to ideas, expressions, social 
roles and even your clothes.  Sexuality represents the desire that you feel for 
your own or other sex / gender.  

In our society, all three are expected to co-relate in a very particular way. Men 
are meant to be male and desire female women.  That is, male people are 
supposed to look like men, act like men, and sleep with women who are 
anatomically female.
 
But the three are separate and any combination is possible.  Gender identities 
may not map onto sex as society expects, or sex may not map onto sexuality as 
society expects.  For example, there are people who are born male but think of 
themselves as women.  There are women who may or may not be born female, 
and who desire women, not men.  Gender, sex and sexuality are an integral and 
integrated part of our lives and as you will read further on, no combination is 
"unnatural' or "abnormal".   

What is homosexuality?  What is queerness?

Homosexuality is a term people use to describe emotional and sexual desire 
for their own sex.  It is often used in contrast to heterosexuality which is the 
term used to describe desire for people of another sex.  A man whose desires 
are directed at other men would identify as a gay man, and a woman whose 
desires are directed at other women would identify as a lesbian woman. Men or 
women who desire both men and women identify themselves as bisexual.

However, desire is complex and fluid – people are attracted to different kinds of 



Is homosexuality a choice? 

Very often people believe that homosexuality is a phase during adolescence 
and can be overcome. People also assume that queer people can work on their 
sexuality and change it. However, to expect queer people to avoid their natural 
sexual desire amounts to asking them to give up their right to have emotionally 
fulfilling lives.

Also, although there are no clear answers to whether homosexuality is genetic, 
science agrees on the fact that homosexual people experience sexual 
development in similar ways as heterosexual people.

Psychology also shows that sexual preference is fluid and therefore human 
beings can experience a range of sexual desires that may change over a person's 
lifetime.

Is homosexuality a mental disease?

No. 
For a long time people assumed that homosexuality was a mental disease 
because of their need to explain something that they considered a deviation 
from an assumed universal norm.  But as we will talk about later in this guide, 
norms are not fixed and are ever changing.

It has been proven conclusively that homosexuality is not a mental illness.

Can homosexuality be cured?

Homosexuality is not a disease, and therefore there can be no "cure" for 
homosexuality.  There is no known "cure" for homosexuality anywhere in the 
world simply because it is not an illness to begin with!

But because people used to assume that homosexuality was a mental disease, a 
range of "cures" were devised.  These range from psychotherapy to electro-
shock therapy, from religious ceremonies to marriage. These "curative" 
measures arise from the incorrect assumption that homosexuality is an illness 
meant to be cured. 

However, attempts to "cure" homosexuality are not just ineffective, they are 
deeply violating and damaging of an individual.  They may lead to a series of 
problems from psychological depression to attempts at suicide.  These 
problems do not arise because of a person's sexual orientation, but because of 
attempts to repress this orientation.

It is also important to note that for queer people, the fear of how others will 
respond to their sexuality leads to feelings of shame and guilt. And this makes 
some queer people seek "cures", as many are not aware of anything but a 
heterosexual existence being appropriate.

Does homosexuality lead to a spread of HIV/AIDS?

There has been an association between homosexuality and HIV/AIDS, partly 
arising from a very specific history in North America where the first affected 
communities were largely comprised of gay men. This has led to homosexual 
people, along with intravenous drug users, being labeled as "high risk" groups.  
However, there is no link between the spread of this disease and sexual 
orientation.

It has also been shown that currently, the fastest growing HIV population in Asia 
and Africa are heterosexual women.  It is important to note that queer people 
and women are vulnerable groups in combating and preventing HIV/AIDS 
because of the social stigma that their sexuality places on them. For example, 
both women and queer people have difficulty in accessing health services in 
general, and information or cures to prevent the transmission or get treatment 
for HIV/AIDS.  

Do homosexual people also engage in bestiality and 
pedophilia? 

There is no link between heterosexuality or homosexuality and bestiality and / 
or pedophilia.

Let's be clear that mutual consent is the basis on which one can and should 
establish a sexual relation with someone.  This means that people should 

(Bestiality is sex with animals. Pedophilia is sex with children.)
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become sexually intimate only when everyone involved consents to becoming 
involved.  Neither animals nor children are in a position to give such informed 
consent. Both acts are criminal under the Indian Penal Code. 

The reason this question gets asked is because homosexuality is considered 
"perverse" and therefore gets identified with all things considered perverse.  
Would we ever ask heterosexual people if they have felt a tendency towards 
bestiality or pedophilia?

Is homosexuality unnatural?

The first thing we need to acknowledge is that what we consider "natural" 
changes with time. It is socially constructed, which means that as societies and 
cultures change, what is considered natural also changes. You'll notice that 
several things that were considered unnatural in earlier times are now 
acceptable. For example, doctors actively recommend that couples use birth 
control mechanisms, which were not considered natural a few decades ago. 
Drinking coca cola, living in concrete houses, taking chemical based medicines 
are some everyday examples of what may not have been quite "natural" a few 
centuries ago.

Homosexuality is not unnatural – it is just that it has not been publicly 
acceptable for several centuries and therefore began to be thought of as 
"unnatural".  History shows that homosexuality has always been a part of 
human life.

Very often, people look to determine the natural through understanding the 
animal kingdom.  An allied question to the one above asks if there is 
homosexuality in animals. Yes.  Homosexuality has been observed in 472 
species of animals.  But this particular question leads us to ask another one. If 
we were to look at animal behaviour to set a precedent for what is/is not 
'natural' for human sexual behaviour why not look to the animal kingdom to set 
standards for all human behaviour? Several species eat their young, or abandon 
them.  Should human beings begin to eat our young? We must understand that 
when we look to the animal kingdom for what is considered 'natural' we are 
rather selective in our choices. Human society functions according to its own 
set of norms, just as snakes and cats which eat their young and elephants and 
giraffes which do not each have their own norms.  The notion of what is 

"natural" for each species can only be constructed based on each species own 
norms.  And these norms change with time. 

Is homosexuality abnormal?

What we usually consider "normal" is often confused with what is common or 
just easily visible. Like "natural", the norms of society – "normal" - are not fixed 
or stagnant, but change with time. In our own lifetimes, we can point to several 
changes in what is considered normal.  Earlier, inter-caste or inter-religious 
marriages were uncommon, whereas they are now becoming increasingly 
acceptable. Women being educated, men cooking – all these things were not 
considered normal, but these perceptions are changing over time. Trends of 
social opinion on sexuality, and not just homosexuality, have been undergoing 
vast change, and all these examples are reflective of that. 

Is homosexuality against Indian culture?

While the popular perception is that homosexuality is against Indian culture 
(and the corollary assumption that it is a 'western import'), several scholars 
show that homosexuality has always been part of Indian culture.  Historians 
Saleem Kidwai and Ruth Vanita have displayed a range of literary, art and 
architectural sources indigenous to India that represent same-sex desire.  
Indian culture has always been inclusive of different identities and accepting of a 
diversity of desires. 

At the same time, we have to ask ourselves if there exists one, monolithic 
culture that is 'Indian'. Indian culture itself is very diverse and has various 
components – it differs according to caste, class, religion, ethnic background, 
gender and sexual orientation, and the combination of all these factors (and 
more) that each individual embodies.  Hence, there can never be one single 
notion of what constitutes Indian culture. 

Given this, homosexuality is very much a part of Indian culture.

Like perceptions of the natural and the normal change over time, culture also 
changes over time and space. Components that make up any culture are always 
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dynamic, never stagnant. Indian culture is no exception. Over time, notions of 
sexuality and relationships (and the moral constraints on each of these) keep 
changing. For example, today we find that Indian culture is more accepting of 
women expressing a desire not to marry and of live-in relationships, more 
accepting than it used to be even a decade ago. Inter-caste, inter-religious and 
inter-ethnic marriages are becoming far more common.  Cultural constraints 
around women's attire have also changed vastly – women wearing jeans or 
cutting their hair short have become far more common and acceptable now.  
We need to understand that notions of sexuality and sexual moralities – what is 
acceptable and what is not - have similarly been changing in India. These are not 
limited to homosexuality alone.

Is homosexuality illegal in India?

Since 1860, Section 377 of the Indian Penal Code had criminalised 
homosexuality.  On July 2nd 2009, the Delhi High Court brought out a 
landmark judgment that de-criminalised same-sex sexual activity between 
consenting adults in private.  It ruled on public interest litigations filed by the 
Naz Foundation as well as Voices Against Section 377 – a coalition of many 
different rights organizations, only some of which are explicitly queer focused.  
Not only did this judgment effectively decriminalise homosexuality in India, it is 
among the first articulations of the State that upholds 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 
verdict.  The verdict can be found at:
 http://www.nazindia.org/judgement_377.pdf

Will homosexuality negatively impact the family?

Queer people are an integral part of families – as brothers/sisters, 
daughters/sons, aunts/uncles, cousins etc. Just like any other member of a family, 
regardless of sexuality, they also make an effort to fulfill responsibilities.  These 
can be financial, emotional, geographic, or something as simple as contributing 
towards household chores.

Very often, queer people also form commitments, structures and a web of 
relationships, which in several ways resembles a family. While these 
relationships may not be recognized by institutions such as the law, the state, or 
religion, they are formed nevertheless on the basis of a common way of 
envisioning life and a similar world view. In that sense, queer people come 
together to provide each other with the same financial, emotional and other 
kinds of support, which a natal family would do. We often term this the "queer 
family" or the "queer community". 

It is commonly assumed that queer people do not conform to any existing 
structures or patterns of relationships we find around us. This is not true.  In the 
same way that heterosexual people might choose various kinds of relationships 
– serial monogamy, multiple partners, being single, single parenting and so on – 
queer people also make similar choices.  In the same way that heterosexual 
people may choose or not choose to take care of their older parents or babysit 
their nieces and nephews, queer people also are faced with similar choices.  
These choices can be conscious ones or ones that are made due to 
circumstance.

Will homosexuality negatively impact human 
reproduction and evolution?

People sometimes assume that homosexuality will impact evolution, as 
homosexual people will not be able to have biological children. We often forget 
that there is a spectrum of desire for children.  Queer or heterosexual, there 
are people who choose to have children and people who choose not to have 
children.  Some heterosexual people do not desire to have children, and some 
queer people desire to bear or bring up children.  Many queer people indeed 
do bear or bring up children.  Would we perceive a heterosexual couple that 
chooses not to bear children as negatively impacting evolution?  No, of course 
not!

Why do homosexual people get married?

In India, it is expected that "normal" life and sexual behaviour must result in 
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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 against homosexuality in place, very few queer 
people in India could resist marriage pressure.  And this was particularly true 
for women, who in a patriarchal society are given less decision making power 
than men, but was also true for men as they felt the pressure to marry and 
father children. 

However, this is changing with many young queer people being able to refuse 
marriage, become economically independent, and realize that they have what it 
takes to lead positive lives without marriage. 

Here it is also important to note that queer people make the same choices with 
respect to relationships as heterosexual people. This might have to do with 
marriage, with having a series of different partners through life, or with 
choosing to have a single partner. It should not be assumed that the absence of 
marriage in the queer community is also the absence of all other forms of 
relationships. 

There are cases where a queer man/woman is married to a non-queer 
man/woman and there is complete disclosure of sexual preference.  There are 
also cases where information is not disclosed. Keeping in mind the wide range 
of possibilities, it is essential to acknowledge and empathize with a queer man 
or woman who had no choice or believed they did not have a choice but to get 
married. On the other hand, the injustice to their partners or spouses must also 
be recognized in cases where sexual orientation is not disclosed.  Such injustice 
to women should especially be recognized since they often have a narrower 
range of options within marriage or if they decide to leave their marriage. In an 
ideal situation, neither the spouse nor the queer person would feel social 
pressure to get married and be in such a situation. 

What it coming out?

'Coming Out' is a common term used in queer communities in the West to 
describe a process through which lesbian, gay, bi-sexual or transgender 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 openly and without fear about one's sexuality and desire are similar in 

many ways.  Coming Out 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.

More details on Coming Out can be found in our Coming Out Guide. 

What is homophobia?

Homophobia is prejudice or dislike of homosexuality or homosexual people.  It 
is expressed both overtly and subtly.  Most people associate homophobia with 
active discrimination, protests against homosexuality or physical violence 
towards queer people with homophobia, but homophobia can be much more 
routine.  

People are often homophobic in a very everyday way.  Telling jokes about gay 
people, and calling someone gay as a way to insult or make fun of them are both 
examples of the routine homophobia that goes by almost unnoticed.  Making 
someone at a party or in college or at the workplace feel uncomfortable 
because of their sexuality is a subtle, everyday form of homophobia.   This kind 
of homophobia is as unjust and awful as overt discrimination of homosexuality.
People are often homophobic without realizing it, and that is what makes 
homophobia so pervasive.  It is important for people to think about their 
everyday behaviour to see if they are being homophobic, perhaps without even 
meaning to be.  It is important for people to recognize how pervasive, subtle 
and routine homophobic behaviour can get, and important to fight against 
behaving in homophobic ways.   
 
Even homosexual people can be homophobic, having internalized society's 
homophobia so deeply that they are unable to reconcile their own bodies, 
sexuality or desires with what society deems appropriate.  This might compel 
people to hide their sexuality, to repress their desires and to end up leading 
emotionally unfulfilling lives.   

Moreover, just as individuals and society can be homophobic, social institutions 
like the state, the law and religion can also be homophobic.  For example, 
Section 377 was a homophobic law.
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Why do queer people need to flaunt their sexuality? 
What is the need for a Pride march?

What is seen as 'flaunting' by queer people is just a regular or stylized 
expression of gender.  But people are charged with flaunting their sexuality 
when there is an obvious difference between their biological sex and the way 
society expects them to behave – for example, when a man swings his hips 
when he walks, or when a woman cuts her hair short and wears button down 
shirts. Gender identity (whether you think of yourself as a man or a woman) is 
separate from biological sex (whether you are born with male genitals or 
female genitals or both) and from sexuality (whether you desire men, women, 
both or neither).  

Secondly, everyone expresses and "flaunts" their gender on a daily basis, but 
when this expression does not fit the mainstream, it is singled out as "flaunting". 
For example, business suits, a sports team's uniform, elaborate saris worn by 
women at functions or weddings are all expressions of one's gender but since 
they fit the accepted norm - businesspeople wearing business suits, sports 
people wearing uniforms, women wearing saris - they are not considered as 
"flaunting". Whereas, a woman with cropped hair would immediately get 
noticed for doing something that does not fit what society expects of her. 

You’ll notice tha minority groups are similarly accused of “flaunting their 
identity”. For example, when a Muslim man has a beard, it might be seen as an 
overt expression on his religious belief. However, the bindi worn by a Hindu 
woman or the saffron robes worn by an ascetic may not bring out the same 
reaction.

For many minority communities, a visible expression of shared difference can 
also be empowering and mobilizing, and create a shared, comfortable space to 
build self esteem and solidarity.
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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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