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Dalitalty
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LOVE HAS sexuality. It comes with condi-
tions and it isimpenetrable to homopho-
bic minds — which includes your family
too — mother, sister, brothers all gang up
to end the pursuits of your life.

I'was borninamale body. But nothing
else made me feel like a male. My feelings
were woman-like. I had started to feel this
early on in my childhood — I always loved
spending time with women and girls. I en-
joyed their company and the comfort they
offered to my being. I loved trying out
women'’s clothes, enjoyed playing with
girls and doing all the things they did in
their groups.

After clearing my matriculation, I got
admitted to an Industrial Training
Institute (ITI) in Nanded. There, [ used to
spend time with men and women alike.
Due to my male body and family pres-
sures, [ was trying to fit in by spending
more time with men and dressing like
them. [ appreciated their company, but it
was not my primary volition. From my be-
haviour the transgender community got
the sense of me being one of them. [ used
to love their company because we in-
stantly connected with each other’s feel-
ings and it was an exalting experience.

But at my house, everyone was un-
happy about it. When my family members
got to know thatIwas hanging out with the
transgender community, I faced unbear-
able wrath from them. My elder brothers
tortured me mercilessly. At night, while

asleep, my elder brothers would walk over
me, stamping my face with their feet.

They were on the lookout to find rea-
sons to beat me. Once my elder brother
pushed me to the floor and beat me ruth-
lessly. I struggled to breathe. I thought I
would die. All this happened in the pres-
ence of my mother and elder sisters. They
partook in my oppression. No one came to
my rescue. I would cry out to my mother,
asking her whether I was her child. Why
didn’t she have empathy for her child who
was being beaten blue? She was reticent.
No one loved me inside the concrete walls
that I thought of as my home.

[ couldn’t take it. It was extremely
painful so I decided to leave home when
turned 21.1chose my guru. The guru is our
guardian and we are known by our gur.
The guru taught me the world of transgen-
ders — the lingo, lifestyle, how to clap, etc.
and also the defined territory where I
could beg. In return, I had to give a share
of my earnings. This isa common practice
across the transgender community.

After this spell, I long wished to leave
my hometown and so I got into a train
that took me wherever, but my home.
The journey took me to Itarsi in Madhya
Pradesh. I made a living begging on
trains. I decided to save some money and
get a sex change. I knew of a place in
Mumbai that helps do this surgery. So |
went to the place with my friend, who s
a transgender. [ had no support network
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ABOY named Mohan, who was afraid of the
dark, saved this country from the darkness
of slavery. Before him, another Mohan, born
in a prison cell from a mother mortally
afraid of carrying him in her womb, was
born fearless. Both went different ways but
anirony of fate united them — one wasborn
on the Saurashtra coast and attained salva-
tion on the banks of the Yamuna. The other
one was born on the banks of the Yamuna
and left the world from the Saurashtra coast.

Both these Mohans struggled to keep
our country united. One was an advocate of
violence for dharma, the other, a lawyer,
made non-violence his dharma.

We celebrate both their birth anniver-
saries with great fanfare. And they both have
proved to be models for marketing many
things. One is Krishna Vasudev Yadav; the
other, Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi.

Every year on October 2, the entire
country remembers Gandhi. Khadi produce
goes on sale, events are planned, schools
and banks are shut, and bars go dry.

Nobody remembers him from October
3 toJanuary 30.Then the cotton hanks come
out to decorate his memorials. And then
quiet again till October 2.

During these two days, everyone, in the
name of homage to the Father of the Nation,
collects ‘likes’ to their posts on social media.
If we were to take a test on who among
them has understood Gandhi and to what
extent, then probably all of them would fail.

Who was this man who continues tobe
discussed even 150 years after his birth?
Whatwas so special about him thataword
on him would provoke an entire country,
and another would turn them peaceful?

Itis surprising that today ‘Gandhi’ is not
an individual, but one of the biggest mar-
keting strategies. One can sell anything in
the name of Gandhi — both good and bad.

Gandhiis blamed for preventing Sardar
Patel from becoming India’s first prime
minister as also for the Partition. In the same
breath his is the name to market Swachhata
(cleanliness)and Swadeshi (of the country).

Mohandas Gandhi was not merely a
manbornin 1869 and shotin 1948. He was
a phenomenon that lived and moved
amongst us. Just like in the film Rashomon,
everyone has a different version of him.

Many people who know nothing of
Gandhi hold the rights to opine on him.
Gandhi has become such a public property
only because everyone thinks of him as
their own.

The sad part is that we are not as sensi-
tive about Gandhi as we are about movies
like Jodha Akbar or Padmaavat. Be it films,
plays, or books, people take liberty to por-
tray him as they think right. Nobody —
wrriter, reader or audience —is interested in
verifying facts about the portrayals.

The generation that knew something
about him and believed in him is gone.
Those around are more interested in dis-
torting the stories and thinking of Gandhi
to suit their ends. These suave and fussy
Gandhians who wear khadi, with their
glasses perched on their noses, have been
busy pointing out flaws in the newer gener-
ation. Little do they know that no leader
ever had suchafollowing among youth. The
reason is that Gandhi never opposed new
thoughts. And so, his newspaper was called
Young India and not Old and Rigid India.

When the Congress met in Haripura,
Gandhiji proposed the name of Subhas
Chandra Bose to preside over the party. He
was warned, “But heis againstyou...” Bapu
said, “All the more reason! There should be
someone who dares to speak the truth!”

Today, most of what is being peddled,
sold orread in the name of Gandhi is largely
fictitious and alie. If Gandhi was what he is
being blamed for, then why is it that the
whole world is honouring him? Historians
are yet to take note of a person who contin-
ues to have such an imprint on the world.

If we are to call ourselves Indians, then
for the sake of understanding our owniden-
tity, itis essential to understand Gandhi, the
person, his thoughts and his ideology.

The new generation will have to think
of anew way to understand Gandhi. It may
not understand the concept of Gram Swaraj
but certainly it can understand cleanliness
and self-help. What he said a century agois
relevant even today. That itself proves that
Gandhi was ahead of his time. Satyagraha
means the persistence of truth and integrity,
the path to which cannot be of violence.
However, if alaw or the government seems
wrong, itis okay to protest, but with humil-
ity.Iftoday’s youth understands this, many
lives would chart the right course.

Gandhi also believed in the virtue of
non-possessiveness (aparigraha),and fear-
lessness. Minimalism in possessions, giv-
ing them to the needy, recycling them —
these are very much his ways. Only the fear-
less can speak the truth.

If the new generation understands
Gandhi in the true sense, then his dream of
sarvodaya (upliftment for all) and antyo-
daya(upliftment of the lasthuman) canbe
realised soon.

Kaajal Oza-Vaidya is a Gujarati author
Translated from Gujarati by
Leena Misra

and no one from among my near and
dear ones close to me at this very crucial
moment of my life.

The surgeon charged a fixed amount
for the surgery. I was short on cash. I
pleaded with the doctor, but he wouldn’t
go ahead with it. I phoned my friends in
Nanded, to no avail. My friend who ac-
companied me begged on the streets in
Mumbai to put me through the surgery.
The surgery was done haphazardly. With
many stitches still afresh, I was asked to
vacate the hospital just a few hours after
the surgery. With nowhere to go, [ decided
to return to Nanded. I hired an autorick-
shaw to the station. The surgeon com-
mented that I might be the only patient
leaving on an auto, the others who got dis-
charged would opt for a comfortable car
or taxi. As I stepped out of the hospital, the
pain was nerve-wracking. The auto ride
was bumpy and the stitches came out in
the middle of the street. The auto-wallah
wouldn’tbudge, and my entire lower part
was soaked in blood.

I had neither money nor energy to buy
the train ticket. I requested the ticket col-
lector that I have just gone through a sur-
gery so I need a place to sit. He was in no
mood to listen. I showed him the urinal
bag which was put after my operation, but
he still did not give me a seat. Helpless, |
squatted near the toilet. Due to the un-
comfortable seating, the bleeding contin-
ued. It was in such a condition that I ar-

- We, the twice-untouchables

rived inNanded, after nearly 12 hours and
a sleepless night.

In the transgender community, there
isaritual after a successful surgery. On the
fifth and sixth day, they serve you a hodge-
podge of vegetables. On the eleventh and
twenty-first days, they apply a turmeric
paste to your body and give you a bath. I
had to stay indoors for 40 days. On the
forty-first day, I stepped out for the first
time as a transgender woman. I felt re-
lieved. I was a newborn.

For employment, I have certificates
from ITI, 3D Max, and AutoCAD, yet no-
body is willing to give me an opportunity
to demonstrate my skills. If I start my busi-
ness, no one will buy things from me, this
has been my experience. Thus, the only
optionIam left with is to beg on trains or
at marketplaces.

After the surgery, now that [ was
openly a transwoman, nobody agreed to
rent their place to me. People were afraid
that if I lived amidst them, their children
would be come under bad influence.
When I finally managed to get a place on
rent, my house owner had to face abuses
from neighbours for renting me the room.
After some days, the same people submit-
ted an application to the area councillor,
asking him to get me to vacate, saying that
their prestige was at stake.

There was an empty plot close by and
afriend and I thought we would purchase
it, but the plot owner refused to sell it to us,
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FIRST THINGS first. My father, like his fel-
low park walkers, his friends, his
WhatsApp groups, and most of our ex-
tended family, is a big fan of our Prime
Minister, Narendra Modi. But what Modi
isn’tis my father — whatever US President
Donald Trump who called him “the father
of India” might think (and what was he
thinking?), and whatever Union minister
Jitendra Singh may say (that I am “not
Indian”, for one).

1. Navratras are on, butin his 73 years,
[ have never known father to fast. Away
from mother’s frowning eyes, he may
even nibble a meat piece or two during
these nine days. But yes, away from
mother’s eyes.

Getting him to fast would be tortuous
after all. In his free time, which is rare as he
sees himself as this dynamic youngster,
father can always be found munching.
Mostly snacks and, to our ever-lasting
envy, doing so unapologetically, sitting
sprightly in the living room.

2.1don’t know the size of my father’s
chest — for good reason. Come to think of
it, I don’t know the size of any man’s chest.

On the other hand, like anyone who
has had the faintest brush with North
Indian genes, he is perfectly groomed at
all times — from his now-balding pate to
the tip of his polished shoes (a habit he
tried hard to pass on to his recalcitrant
grandchildren). The fastidiousness never
ceases to amaze my laid-back Eastern
Uttar Pradesh in-laws.

ally long.

How long? Well, he still frowns at
Fabindia and will only ride Uber Pool, tak-
ing his time to get used to both the idea of

hopping into taxis, and
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weddings is the question.

4. Father had a tough childhood, as one
of nine siblings (though I doubt he would
qualify it as tough), and was expected to
do his share of hard, daily chores.

But, yes, he was never a chaiwallah.
Does the fact that he is the one who
mostly makes tea now at home, as mother
lazes around, count?

5. Belonging to a generation that be-
lieved in saving every pie, he may have
retired as a senior executive, but his list
of what constitutes a luxury stretches re-

force for an India “that
was torn”, father used to take vicarious de-
light in watching my sister and I fight it out.
For, unfailingly, it would prove his dic-
tum: siblings may not be able to live with
each other, but try making them live apart.
Could India-Pakistan have alesson there?
8. While he may often be seen exercis-
ing in shorts that need fitting, father only
fleetingly contemplated the thought of
joining a shakha.
It was purely the informal Modi gov-
ernment retirement age of 75 years that
made him pause. Or, so he says.

only because we are transgender.

During my difficult times and physi-
cal painful transition, a grandmother, un-
related to me, took care of me. She fed me
and ensured my safety, she loved me for
whoIwas.

I have faced severe blows from society
and family. Yet, [ yearn for my family who
has abandoned me. Of all the things that
have happened to me, the one thing I feel
bad about is that I am away from my fam-
ily.Ialways miss them. My mother, sisters,
and sister-in-law are in touch with me on
phone. They enquire about me but sel-
dom invite me home. [ feel that my birth
is a tragic accident. Humiliation rules.
Perhaps, love is dormant for people like
us. We have to love ourselves. We are
twice-untouchables.

Nutan is a Dalit transwoman from
Nanded who works for the welfare of
younger transpeople in the community.

The piece is edited by Nitin Yengde, an MA
in Sociology; and translated from Marathi
by Prashant Ingole, a doctoral candidate
at IIT, Gandhinagar, and

Suraj Yengde, author of bestseller Caste
Matters, and a postdoctoral fellow at
Harvard Kennedy School

Suraj Yengde curates the fortnightly

Dalitality column. He is available on
Twitter @surajyengde
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9. In his retired avatar, father takes
great pleasure in his role as his society’s
RWA president — elected by popular de-
mand. He takes his responsibilities, in-
cluding Independence Day speeches, very,
very seriously, as well as gets my reluctant
kids to make some good-message posters
for him if he can collar them.

So, you know, what could have been...

10. Much as father may deny it, age is
catching up and he now often forgets train
and flight timings, and his glasses and car
keys everywhere. Lately he just has to lie
down anywhere, anytime to fall asleep.

The whole household is just glad our
homegrown superman is human too.

11. Above all, it was to father that my sis-
ter and [ sang out a Bollywood song every
time he left on one of his work trips (we
were children then, okay), basically croon-
ing, ‘From across the seven seas... get us a
beautiful doll... but Papa, come back soon’.

And, whether it was a trip to aremote
plant site in Uttar Pradesh or the then-
exotic-sounding Imphal, a doll or a dress,
adiary or a pen, he never failed us.

Try matching that.

12. And lastly, because it must be asked,
if there are two “fathers of India” now,
where does that leave ‘Mother India’?

National Editor Shalini Langer
curates the fortnightly
‘She Said’ column
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ONE OF the ironies of the Brexit crisis in
the UK is the price it is paying for having
partitioned Ireland when it gained inde-
pendence a century ago. At the final stage,
the six counties of North Ireland rejected
independence and stayed with the Union.
The dissident province had Protestant ma-
jority and Catholic minority, while the in-
dependent part had Catholic majority.
(Sounds familiar?)

The southern part became the
Republic of Ireland while the northern
part remained a part of the UK. Decades
of Protestant discrimination of Catholics
prevailed in the North. Then, in the late
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Brexit: 1he fruits of a partition

1960s, a civil rights movement for the
Catholics began with a revived Irish
Republican Army (IRA). ‘Troubles’ fol-
lowed with bombings and killings in the
province and the British Army had to be
stationed for 50 years to control the trou-
bles (Kashmir anyone?).

The troubles got very violent and the
only solution possible had to be brokered
by the Americans. So in 1998 the Good
Friday Treaty was signed. It pledged that
any government in the Province will have
representatives of both communities re-
gardless of the numbers in the Assembly.
This was a way of making sure that a ma-
jority does not oppress the minority. As
both the UK and the Republic were in the
European Union, there could be free flow

of goods, and being in the Common
Market the same rules applied about
health regulations to be observed in grow-
ing food etc.

But come Brexit a problem came up. It
was alright for England, Scotland and
Wales — Great Britain — to leave the
European Union and get out of the
Customs Union and the Single Market. But
what of Northern Ireland, which shared
the island with the Republic which
wanted to remain in the EU?

This conundrum has become the ob-
stacle to Brexit. If the Province is to con-
tinue with a free border between the two
parts of the island, then it cannot leave the
EU. If it does, then it cannot have free
movement where goods cross the border

freely. There have to be Customs checks
at the border. But then by an international
treaty, the border has to be free. How do
you square the circle?

This is called the Backstop problem.
For a transition period of 21 months
agreed between the EU and the UK after
Brexit, things will continue as usual.
Within that period a new free trade
agreement could be arrived at and things
will continue with the UK trading with
the EU as a separate country, not a mem-
ber of the EU. But if there is no free trade
agreement at the end of the transition pe-
riod, what happens? Great Britain, the
mainland, can become subject to tariffs
and goods can be inspected on import

and export.
BB

But as between the Republic and the
Province, how can goods go across with-
out inspection?

Former prime minister Theresa May
tried an agreement (the Deal) in which
not just the Province but the UK would
continue in the EU till a solution was
found. Her deal was rejected three times.
Now current PM Boris Johnson is trying
his luck. He has proposed that even if the
Mainland exits, the Province could have a
special arrangement as if it was still in.
Every four years after 2020, the Assembly
of the Province would vote whether to
stay in the Common Market.

For trade purposes the partition of a
hundred years ago is to be de facto an-
nulled.
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Hatred
harms
India

THERE ARE people on Narendra Modi’s
team who are doing their best to prove
Imran Khan right when he says that
India is being led by a ‘Hindu fascist’
who hates Muslims. These people
make it clear every time they speak or
tweet or participate ina TV debate that
they despise Muslims as ‘heirs’ of
Jinnah and despise Islam for being an
‘intolerant’ religion. And, because they
are in the BJP or proud supporters of
Modi, they confirm the charges being
made from the Islamic Republic next
door that India is no longer a country in
which Muslims have the same rights
as Hindus.

Since the abrogation of Article 370,
Imran Khan has hardly made a speech
in which he has not charged Modi with
‘hating’ Muslims. He has said more than
once that Kashmir’s special status was
removed only because its population is
mostly Muslim. In his speech at the
United Nations General Assembly, he
made the ‘fascist’ India charge and
repeated itin every interview he gave
(and he gave many) to international TV
channels and newspapers. On returning
home he told a huge, volatile gathering
at Islamabad airport that he was now
fighting a jihad in the name of Allah.
Then, after declaring that India was
preparing for a ‘massacre in Kashmir’ he
said that the RSS ‘believes in killing
Muslims’ and that he would never talk
peace with Modi because he was an
RSS man.

Modi has not responded, which is
good. Itis also good that he never fails
to remind us that the spectacular
welcome he was given in Houston by
Indians of the diaspora was because he
represents ‘130 crore Indians’. Of these,
roughly 25 crore are Muslims. So he
needs to do more to reassure them that
the bile spewed against them by some
of his ministers and Twitter supporters
does not reflect what he feels. I am not
repeating the things that have been
said because they are unrepeatable
and also because I refuse to give hate-
filled bigots the oxygen of publicity.
But, it could be time for the Prime
Minister to speak up. He took too long
in his first term to condemn the
lynchings, so by then it was not just
Muslims who were being targeted but
Dalits as well.

The lynchings have continued in
his second term. But, now a menacing
new ugliness hangs in the air that is
alienating the Muslim community.
Those causing the ugliness seem not to
have noticed that they could not have
chosen a worse moment to start
spewing venom against Muslims and
Islam. There is still no sign of peace or
normality in the Kashmir Valley and
bringing this about is going to take a lot
more effort than it took to remove
Article 370. With a large number of
Muslims in the Kashmir Valley already
alienated because of the removal of
Article 370, and this endless lockdown,
is it wise to alienate them further by
abusing Muslims in the rest of India?

Itis true that a huge majority of
people who constitute Modi’s base have
avisceral hatred of Muslims. [ have in
my dealings with far too many of them
heard them speak of how Muslims
breed in such large numbers that it will
not be long before they take over India
just through demographic might. I have
also heard many, many times the
grievances about Partition. My father’s
family were refugees so I spent my
childhood in half-built houses amid
people with broken lives. Many had left
for the first time the villages where their
lands and their homes were. Many of
them had come without anything. The
compensation they were given by the
Indian government was so meagre that
it was a mockery of what they left
behind. But, they did not have time for
bitterness or grievance because they
had to save all their energy for putting
back together the pieces of their
shattered lives.

It was only after [became a
journalist and attended a few RSS
‘shakhas’, by way of research, that I
came across real bitterness and hatred
against all Muslims. These emotions
run deep and have now been
compounded by the legitimate anger
against the ethnic cleansing of the
Pandits from the Kashmir Valley.
Jihadist terrorism from Pakistan has
made things worse. So I can
understand why Modi hesitates to say
openly anything that would alienate
his base. But, may I humbly offer some
advice. I happened to witness a
conversation between Shimon Peres
(former president of Israel) and Yasser
Arafat (former chairman of the
Palestine Liberation Organisation)
some years ago. It was a particularly
fraught moment and Arafat railed
against Israel and what it was doing to
his people. Peres listened quietly for a
while before finally saying, ‘For leaders
there is a time to follow and there is a
time to lead’. Mr Modi, it is your time
to lead.





