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This report comes to you at a time when questions around who can
be family and whether adult citizens of this country have a say in
forming their families and intimacies, are being asked at the
Supreme Court via some twenty petitions for Marriage Equality. The
thus-far-acceptable ways of forming socially and legally legible
families are through birth (and adoption) and marriage. Marriage is
thus far available only to heterosexual couples. In its response to
the Marriage Equality petitions, the State on March 13, 2023, said,
“despite statutory recognition of the relationship of marriage
between a biological man and a biological woman, marriage
necessarily depends upon age-old customs, rituals, practices,
cultural ethos and societal values,” and further added “it is regarded
as a sacrament, a holy union and a sanskar.” (Balaji, 17th April 2023,
the Telegraph) In the same statement, the Attorney General
suggested that since 2018, queer and trans communities do not face
any stigma.

The State’s view is shared by several religious heads and institutions,
as is becoming clear from the various petitions in opposition to the
marriage equality petitions, (The Telegraph, 17th April 2023) as well
as several right wing organisations who have also been very vocal
about their opposition. (Yadav, J.P. 15th April 2023, The Telegraph)
However, this opposition is not against queer and trans folx alone.
These very same organisations, and in some instances various state
governments, have been trying very hard to stop inter-religious
marriages through laws, or through unlawful means. The recent
developments in Maharashtra where the government has formed a
panel called Interfaith Marriage-Family Coordination Committee
(state level)’ (MS. Eeshanpriya, 29th Dec 2022, Indian Express) and
the anti “love jihad” rallies (Bose, Shaikh and Deshpande, 30th
March 2023, Indian Express) are a clear example of what is
happening in the country. At the same time, the opposition and
violence towards inter-caste marriages has also been growing.
“Sanskar” often comes up in these instances too.



The “sanskar” factor wants two crucial things — besides the attack
on certain communities and castes — one, to consistently undervalue
the rights of individuals and the choices they make, especially young
persons even when adults; and two, to strengthen the rights of and
controls exercised by parents or guardians. As a corollary to this
greater control by parents, the same sanskari forces also want to
restrict the right of parenthood to cis and heterosexual couples
alone.

As this report was being written, the DCPCR filed an application in
the SC supporting marriage equality and adoption rights, (Outlook,
6th April 2023) (The News Minute, 10th April 2023) and immediately
after the NCPCR filed one opposing adoption rights to LGBTQIA+
people. (Roy, Esha. 14th April 2023, Indian Express)

Nowhere is the tight control by parents, families and, by extension,
communities, more evident than in the lives of queer and trans
persons. The families that are supposed to be spaces of nurture,
care and support, turn against their own children (often at very
young ages), treat them with utter disregard and violence, and force
them to conform to socially accepted ideas of what is “normal”
without any regard to the individual’s dignity or personhood. Stigma
and violence run deep within the space of these families that are
assigned to us at birth (or adoption)™.

This moment therefore, is about families, and not just about
marriage. While the focus is on the demand for marriage equality
for queer and trans folx, the legitimacy given to assigned families is
as much under question. Chosen families and intimacies cannot be
thought of without also looking at the reality of what assigned
families do to their queer and trans children.

1. We are using the term assigned families to refer to families assigned at birth,
through adoption or as part of a fostering process — what would legally be
considered the de jure or de facto family. In different parts of the report, more
mainstream terms like natal family, birth family, or blood family have been used,
to indicate families assigned at birth



It is with the urgency of these concerns that a closed-door Jan
Sunwai or Public Hearing on Familial Violence on Queer Trans
People was organised by the People’s Union for Civil Liberties
(PUCL), along with the National Network of LBI (Lesbian, Bisexual,
Intersex) Women and Trans Persons (The Network), before an
eminent panel of judges, lawyers, academics and activists. The
hearing took place on April 1, 2023, and 31 Queer and trans persons
testified in front of the panel. The focus of the testimonies was on
the relationship with the assigned (natal) families and the various
struggles that the testifiers had undergone to be able to live their
lives.

This Jan Sunwaai was, for us, a way to bring the voices of the queer
and trans folx who face immense violence from their assigned
families to the fore. The precarity of queer and trans lives precludes
many being able to speak directly to the media. A public hearing
(albeit within closed doors for security and confidentiality) in front
of an eminent panel was our way of making sure these voices and
concerns reach the larger public. One of the reasons for planning a
closed door hearing was our desire to include participants from a
wide range of margins. We knew that even though an open door
hearing would be a smarter strategy in terms of generating interest
and making some noise, it would prevent the more vulnerable
participants from coming forward, and those stories needed to be
heard. These voices and concerns are crucial, and we hope they get
their due in the ongoing discussions around the rights of queer and
trans persons as well as in the context of the issues raised on
Marriage Equality.

The Violence of Assigned Families

As folx working with LBl women and trans persons, we have known
of the experiences of deep and abiding violence through media,
through our work, the networks that queer and trans persons
establish through their lives, and our own lives. Since the late 1980s



there have been media reports consistently covering the death of
two “women” together, often seen as suicides of those who were
“friends” or “unnaturally close”. There have also been consistent
media reports of two persons (queer/trans) running away from
violent families, forced marriages to cis men, or other circumstances
to be able to live together with each other. These queer and trans
persons have often sought the help of the police, the courts, the
magistrates, and even the media. In many instances, these persons
have been able to reach organisations working on queer and trans
issues or other human rights concerns, or often, organisations have
read/heard about such cases in the media.

The experiences of violence—physical, mental, and emotional-from
assigned families; of incarceration, starvation, sexual assault by
them on their own children and sometimes their partners as well; of
forced “treatment” by quacks, other so called healers and mental
health professionals; of persecution across cities and states with the
help of police; of continued violence and threats despite distance
and change of location; and of attempts at the life of the
queer/trans children, or pushing them into taking their own lives
have been recurring themes of our lives and work. As have the
experiences of dealing with institutions other than the family and
community, which also take on the role of quasi parenting of adults
to make them conform to their understanding of acceptable
behaviour. Often queer and trans folx and organisations have fought
long and hard in legal and other spaces to be able to get the rights
that are granted by the constitution, and through the legal
framework.

These experiences and work have continuously been documented in
various forms® and much of this has been constantly in the public
eye due to the growing media coverage and social media. And yet
we have been unable to place familial violence as central to the
rights of queer and trans persons as we have been able to do with

2. Please refer to the list of resources at the end of the report.



public violence.

The very domestic and “sacrosanct” space of the family assigned to
us in childhood that must become the focus at this moment for all
of us to be able to understand the issues at stake here for us all -
who is and can be family, what rights and duties do members of
families have, and what autonomy is possible for queer and trans
folx in the face of violent assigned families. And so as PUCL and the
Network, we realised that this is the time to raise these concerns in
a consolidated manner yet again at this moment when queer and
trans rights are once more in the limelight. Thus the hearing in front
of a panel, and this subsequent public report of the proceedings.

The Panel

The panel of experts was carefully chosen and finally was made of
eight persons, of whom seven sat through the day of testimonies in
person and one of the panelists joined online. On the 3rd of April,
2023, five of the panelists with two organisers, addressed a press
conference speaking about some of the initial findings of the public
hearing.

The panel was chosen for their expertise in their respective areas of
work, their commitment to working for the rights of the
marginalised, and such that they collectively brought together an
immense intersectional array of politics, work and experience. None
of the panelists was directly a queer and trans rights activist, though
they have often openly taken stands and have stood with the queer
and trans struggles. This was a deliberate decision on part of the
organisers, though not necessarily an absolute one.

We were very fortunate to have Retd. Hon Justice Prabha Sridevan
who not only has an impressive body of judicial work but is also a
writer and translator. She was as compassionate as she was incisive
and at the end of the day her address to the testifiers and organisers
made each of us in the room feel held and supported. Mihir Desai is



a well known human rights lawyer and senior counsel in the Bombay
High Court and the Supreme Court and Veena Gowda is a women’s
rights lawyer working in the High Court and other courts of Bombay.
Their experiences of providing legal support in cases of violence —
communal, sexual, domestic, custodial, and other — as well as on the
rights of the marginalised, played a crucial part in looking at the
remedies required to live lives on our terms.

Paromita Chakravarti, a respected academic from Jadavpur
University, has worked on many national and international projects
on gender representation, sexuality, single women and
homelessness and many others, and has been one of the long-term
supporters of feminist and queer activism in Kolkata. Kavita
Krishnan is a well-known Marxist feminist and civil liberties activist
from Delhi and has been one of the leading voices against violence
against women and the impunity of social and political institutions
in maintaining it. Manjula Pradeep, the Director of Campaigns at
Dalit Human Rights Defenders Network (DHRDNet) and National
Convenor of the National Council of Women Leaders (NCWL) has
been working as an activist since 1992 and is an anti-caste feminist
and activist. These three academics and activists bring a body of
work that is diverse as well as interconnected. They have in their
own ways deeply examined the complicities of caste, gender and
sexuality in the structural powers that form the fabric of this
country.

Divya Taneja is the regional co-ordinator at the Special Cell for
Women and Children in Maharashtra and has been one of the most
important allies of queer and trans folx in crisis in Bombay as well as
other cities wherever the Special Cells are. Her gentleness towards
understanding queer and trans lives and her firmness with assigned
families, have made many lives liveable. Similarly, Asif Igbal is one of
the co-founders of Dhanak, an organisation working on a spectrum
of issues and challenges faced by interfaith and inter-caste couples,
LGBTQIA couples, and individuals who choose to assert their



autonomy. They have extended support to over 5000 persons and
continue to do so in multiple ways. These two panelists added a
much-needed dimension of what it means to work on individual
cases of violence with assigned families as well as various other
agencies.

Collectively, these eight panelists brought a wealth of experience
and understanding to the hearing and this report aims to bring out
their recommendations and analyses after listening to the
testimonies of queer and trans folx. We thank the panelists for
bringing both attention and care to the process of listening, for
engaging openly and voicing their thoughts and emotions, for
bringing their acuity and politics to thinking through with us and
reaching this report to its present form.

The Testifiers and the Hearing

31 queer and trans people from different parts of the country
presented their testimonies before the panel. Of these, 28 were
present in-person, two sent their narratives in writing and one sent
it via a video recording of themselves in conversation with one of
the organisers. In addition, three stories of people we have lost
were shared with the panel - submitted by organisations that tried
to intervene/offer help. Of these, one person (a trans man) was lost
to death and two were lost to the pressure by natal families, aided
by police in one case (lesbian cis woman) and a court of law in
another (gay cis man).

Of the people participating, there were six couples who presented
their narratives together, and the other 16 people presented
individually. Three people spoke of the work they do with the queer
and trans community in their localities (remote locations), and
everyone else spoke of their own personal journeys. Each testifier
spoke for 10 to 20 minutes.

The testifiers could present their testimonies in whichever language
they felt comfortable in, and there were translators available to help



if the participant chose to speak in a language that wasn’t Hindi or
English. The translators helped by translating the narrative side-by-
side as they were being presented, taking notes during the
presentation, and helping with transcription of audio recordings
that were collected (temporarily) with the participants’ consent. The
participants spoke in six languages overall — Bangla, Kannada,
Telugu, Malayalam, Hindi and English.

Some of the testifiers had reached out to members of the Network;
others were connected with organisations and individuals with
whom the Network has been in touch; and some were themselves
members of the network. The testimonies were from several
different locations in terms of region, caste, religion, gender
identity, ability, as well as inter-caste and inter-religious
relationships.

As the groups and individuals part of organising this hearing largely
work with LBl women and trans persons, most of our testifiers came
from this section of queer and trans persons. Thus even though cis
gay men also struggle with their families, they were not represented
in this hearing. Similarly, while several of us work with and ally with
many hijras/aravanis/kinnars, persons who are part of those
networks of care and support are not part of this sunwai. This
sunwai was limited to the queer and trans folx who have reached
out to the organisers and thus does not represent all queer and
trans lived realities.

All testifiers were given the choice to speak in front of the panel, the
organisers and the other testifiers or just in front of the panel alone
(with a few persons doing the note-taking and other tech details).
Eight people chose to speak to the smaller group. A majority of the
testifiers chose to speak to all the persons present, speaking to an
audience of peers who often felt that it was their own lives being
spoken of. It was a day of speaking of pain, of violence, of the
anguish that comes from those who are the closest, of betrayal and
fear and helplessness, of brutality and assault. It was a day of
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defiance as well. It was a day of holding each other and being held,
sometimes with a hand on a shoulder, a glass of water, a hug, a
look, spontaneous applause and shared tears. It was a day where
each narrative underlined the determination to be able to live in a
manner true to one’s person. It was also a day to speak of love and
of camaraderie and the support that at the crucial moment, makes
all the difference.

As organisers, we want to once again thank each person who spoke
on the day or shared their lives in some other form. Every person
who testified was someone who was in touch with one of the
organisers and who consented, even insisted in many instances, on
speaking about what they have undergone, are still undergoing.
Their testimonies were not life narratives but chosen narratives to
highlight the concerns that they felt must be heard and amplified. In
the truest sense this hearing was a means to bring their (and our)
concerns and lives to the public. The panel served as both
intermediary and amplifier in being the conduit to a larger public.
This report is an attempt to make this hearing as public as possible
and we will continue to try and do so in multiple ways.

The Organisers:

As a civil liberties organisation, the People’s Union for Civil Liberties
(PUCL) has been concerned about the civil rights of invisibilised
populations. It has also always engaged with this intersection of civil
liberties of individuals with social customs and traditional practices.
It has consistently urged for interventions by the State and
community to make sure that Constitutional guarantees of rights
prevail over all other concerns. Members of PUCL have individually
been involved in some of this work and so also have some units
been called upon to help where needed in certain states. (PUCL
Report, 1st September 2003)

The National Network of LBl Women and Trans Persons was created
during a conference held in Bangalore in June 2008, as an informal
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network of individuals and organisations from Mumbai, Kolkata,
Vadodara, Thrissur, Delhi, Chennai, Hyderabad. Over the years,
newer organisations and individuals have joined from other cities.
The community and civil society organisations included in the
Network are: Nazariya: Queer Feminist Resource Group (Delhi),
Sappho For Equality (Kolkata), Sahayatrika (Thrissur), Orinam
(Chennai), Raahi (Bengaluru), QT Centre (Hyderabad), Hasrat-e-
Zindagi Mamuli (Mumbai), Vikalp Women's Group (Vadodara),
SAATHII (pan-India), and unaffiliated individuals.

The Network has conducted joint campaigns and conferences from
time to time but most importantly has been very useful for
providing help to LBl women and trans persons from across the
country. The issue of familial violence has also been addressed by
the Network through a documentation of crisis intervention work,
research studies and also conversations on possibilities of changes
in family laws. The latest such discussion was held in June 2022 in
Kolkata on “Queer Trans* Intimacies and Communities — Envisioning
Rights and the Ways Forward”.
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Demographics of
Those Who Testified
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Familial violence is not unknown to any of us,
be it against, the wife, children or queer trans
persons. But it is made consciously invisible ,
as seeing it and acknowledging it would mean
questioning the very institution of “Family”.
Listening to the testifiers and hearing of gross
violations of their physical, mental, spatial,
sexual and emotional being, it would seem
unconscionable to look away.

Law and society perceive family by blood,
marriage or adoption as the safest space

for individuals, this is reflected in various
matrimonial laws, Family Courts Act, Juvenile
Justice Act etc. Seeing the nature of violence
faced by the testifiers, it would amount to
denying them their very right to life and life
with dignity if they do not have a right to choose
their own family, free from violence. The right
to marry would be a way of creating this new
family and redefining it. These suggestions are
part of the recommendations we have made as a
panel in addition to seeking more proactive state
policy in'providing healthcare, social security
and shelter homes.

Veena Gowda
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Gender Identity

Gender Identity Number of Participants
Trans man 16
Trans woman 1
Cis woman 10
Non Binary 3
Genderfluid (AFAB) 1
Total 31

Of the 31 people that participated, 28 were AFAB (Assigned Female
At Birth) persons, and 3 were AMAB (Assigned Male At Birth)
persons. Their gender identities are detailed in the table.

Place of Origin

The organisers tried to include participants from different parts of
the country. Details of their places of origin are as per the table
below. Please know that many of the participants do not live at the
same place anymore. Many of them had to run away from their
natal or marital homes in order to live their lives the way they
wanted.
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Place of Origin Number of Participants
North India 10
East India 7
West India 5
South India 8
Northeast India 1
Total 31

The data in the table above has been clubbed into regions to better
protect the anonymity of people who testified. These include
Rajasthan, West Bengal, Haryana, Andhra Pradesh, Kerala,
Maharashtra, Delhi, Uttar Pradesh, Karnataka, Assam, Manipur,
Odisha and Telangana.

Age

The youngest participant at the Jan Sunwai was 19 years old, and
the oldest was 61. The highest concentration of participants was
between the ages of 20 and 30, and there was an almost equal
representation of all other 5-year clusters between 15 and 45. 3
participants did not want to disclose their ages.
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Age Bracket Number of Participants

15-20 3
21-25 8
26-30 9
31-35 2
36-40 2
41-45 3
61-65 1
Age not known 3

Total 31

(Assigned) Religion

Please note that the religion mentioned here is the one that their
natal or assigned families follow(ed). In that sense, we like to call it
assigned religion (like assigned gender). Their own religious identity
could have moved from there and we don’t have the data on which
religion, if any, the participants followed. We don’t know the
religion assigned to one participant.
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Assigned Religion Number of Participants

Hindu 23
Muslim 5
Jain 1
Christian 1
Religion not known 1

Total 31

Caste

The participants came from different caste locations. Some
participants chose not to share their caste information, so we have
marked them as caste unknown. Of the 11 people that did not share
their caste information, 6 were assigned religion Hindu, 4 were
assigned Muslim, and 1 chose not to share their assigned religion.

Caste Number of Participants
Dominant Caste 7
Scheduled Caste 9
Other Backward Caste 4
Caste not known 11
Total 31
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This was the first time that | got the opportunity
to listen to the testimonies of queer and trans
folx from across the country. While listening to
them, | could feel their pain to survive and defend
their rights. Despite being the citizens of this
country, it's not easy for them to live their life with
freedom. Their tears moved me from within. They
need to live in this society with dignity and self
respect. They cannot be judged because of their
choices. They need love, care and respect just like
any other human being. Their suffering should
end, and legal remedies are essential to ensure
that they get the right to marry, association,
education, employment, housing, property, and
much more. Nobody should be judged because of
their sexuality and sexual preferences.

Manjula Pradeep
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Studies of violence exist in different contexts, though perhaps not
quite capturing the specific kind of violence that queer and trans
people experience at the hands of assigned families; stories of
violence exist as well-they appear in the media on occasion and
then fade away. This report does something different: it is grounded
in a belief that it is not just through numbers and percentages of the
population that an argument can be made for the need to bring
changes at the legal and policy levels—in any case, it is precisely the
violence we are looking at that would make achieving such data
close to impossible.

It is also grounded in the belief that we have moved into a culture of
consuming queer and trans narratives, looking for the patterns of
suffering+suicide/ suffering+overcoming or achieving ‘normalcy’,
which allows for the focus on the individual nature of this suffering
and overcoming to often distract from articulating the responsibility
of the state in it. The report builds on the narration of incidents,
interpretation and affective impact that the testimonies have
brought to all those who were present for them, and attempts to
share as much of the experience with readers, in order to lead to a
process of articulating what is particular and needs to be addressed
in the nature of the violence faced by queer and trans people
compared to other, often coexistent types of violence and how they
are framed legally and culturally; to then provide concrete legal and
policy suggestions that would address this.

The first section attempts to capture concretely what the testifiers
considered essential for the panel to understand when it comes to
the nature of the violence they faced. It is not an inventory of
violence, but an attempt to capture what each testimony focused
on, drawing on a much vaster, way more complex experience.

The second section follows the same strategy to add a layer of
complexity: the collusion of police, courts, health and mental health
care institutions, schools, in the violence perpetrated by the family.
Read with the first section in mind, the section is intended to
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capture the support that these institutions are meant to provide,
and the actual experiences of testifiers who have had to interact
with them in situations of crisis and vulnerability.

The third section completes the picture that the testimonies
brought before the panel by looking at the many negotiations and
many ways that queer and trans people have found to survive
through the quagmire of violence they have had to face.

It is important to remember once again that the format for the
presentation of the testimonies has been arrived at to anonymize,
to lower the risks of individual lives being recognizable—because of
the clear risks that specific individuals and couples face. But this
decision has other implications as well. The testimonies were not
life narratives that were presented before the panel. They were
pointed responses that queer and trans people wanted to bring to a
conversation intended from the very beginning to understand—
dissect, analyze-the nature of the violence they have faced, and the
ways they have come up with to survive it, escape it, address it,
support others in doing so etc. That is why the chapters dealing
directly with the testimonies start from the aspects that were
highlighted in the brief time each one had, and organize them by a
logic that will hopefully help anyone engaging with them in order to
understand what are the points where change is needed in order to
intervene when violence takes place and to avoid it before it
reaches that level.

The following section takes off from these testimonies and places
their key concerns within the history of feminist, queer and trans
movements that the panelists found relevant to the conversation, in
order to anchor the understanding of the present and the
articulation of the kind of dialogues and nuanced engagement that
are required in the future.

Finally, the report concludes with a set of recommendations,
suggesting in terms of policy and law the points of entry for changes
that might make queer and trans lives more liveable.
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What stood out from the hearing was that

the cruelty including the withdrawal of love,
banishment from the home, as well as physical
torture by family members causes the greatest
trauma in queer persons. This trauma,
beginning very often on children in their early
teens, must leave an indelible mark on the
psyche. How can there ever be any healing, any
justice for such harm, even if we wrest some
justice'from other institutions that participate
in this violence - police, mental institutions and
practitioners, and so on?

Nature of Violence
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Change would need a sustained social and
political movement - sadly, very few of the larger
and more progressive organisations - left trade
unions, political parties, women’s organisations

- have ever taken up these concerns as part of

a public campaign, even if they have a formal
position of support.

The seed of change is already there - 'in the
testimonies about a parent or sibling who accepts
the loved one; a landlord or employer who doesn’t
get pressurised to get rid of a queer person; a
doctor in a mental institution who advocates for

a person falsely incarcerated there for being
trans; a judge who passes an order respecting
the autonomy of the queer person; police or
providers of legal services who perform their
duties of protecting the autonomy and dignity of
queer persons. Movements need to acknowledge
and nurture this seed, rather than assuming
society to be uniformly prejudiced. Given that anti
democratic political projects globally, use “family
values” and “the natural order” to attack feminist
and queer selfhoods and kinships, movements
that challenge these projects and defend
democracy ought to make advocacy on these
issues a central theme.

Kavita Krishnan
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Physical Violence

Of all the testimonies, there were hardly a few that mentioned
specifically that they did not face physical violence (Lehar), or that the
extent of physical violence discussed below is not common among
the situations that activists from queer/ trans support groups come
across (Baruni). For the rest, it was more a question of the form that
the physical violence took — whatever was seen to be the most
effective way to exercise control over a child or an adult member of
the family who was seen as doing something unacceptable. This
pattern is perhaps at its clearest when it comes to children wanting
to express their gender identity through clothing and hair style.

My father was a very abusive man, who hit my mother and
me. | didn’t want to grow my hair, | wanted to wear a shirt-
pant, and because of that he beat me up. He never bought it
for me. | used to sometimes wear my cousin’s clothes, which
my father had a lot of trouble with.

[Uday, Trans man, 27]

Some testifiers recalled being of an age where they themselves were
just beginning to understand not only their own gender, but the
normative gendered patriarchal prescriptions they were expected
to follow, and the lenses through which their families and
communities would judge them.

At 11, for the first time, | had a problem with wearing a
uniform in school. They would make girls wear lehengas, |
couldn’t understand why | couldn’t wear the kind of clothes
the men were wearing. | really liked my cousins’ shorts and
shirts. | cried a lot saying that | wanted those clothes. | asked
my brother for the clothes, he would beat me up. | went to my
grandfather for the clothes, he finally brought me some, and |
would wear them in hiding.
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My mother used to beat me, everyone beat me. [...] When
they asked me to wear a burga, | said no. They beat me
whenever they saw me without it.

[Taarik, Trans man, 38]

The supposed violations of norms did not even need to be real or
verified — any accusation seeming to impinge on its ‘honour’ is
enough for the family to feel entitled to “correct” a child’s
transgressions. And as this kind of violence becomes normalised, the
possibility of finding any space of safety within the family, enough to
trust it with one’s own isolated attempts to understand one’s gender
and sexual identity, is bound to fail.

When | was in the 9th standard someone told my father, ‘Your
daughter is having affairs with 2-3 boys,” actually 100 boys. My
father came and hit me a lot. | felt that it was my fault —1am
actually a girl, but | keep forgetting that. | keep thinking that |
am a boy, it's not their fault, | don’t see myself as a girl only. |
thought if | tell anyone about myself they will kill me and hide
my body so | didn’t say anything. But | had not done anything.

Tried to talk to my mother and said that | had not done
anything wrong. She said that God knows what you have done
but now you will have to listen to your father. She was also
scared of my father. Dad got me out of school, made me grow
my hair and wear a bindi. | have seen my mother being
beaten, | would be beaten.

[Tej, Trans man, 44]

Physical violence is the tool of control that parents and guardians
use to ‘correct’ what they see as ‘wrongs’, what to them are
unacceptable ways of living and behaving, and the pointing out of
these ‘wrongs’ is something that the larger community feels entitled
to do — things seen as embarrassing or shaming the family in the
context of larger social acceptability. In the hierarchy of the
patriarchal family, physical violence may be meted out not only to the
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child, but also to the mother, with the threat of violence against the
mother being used to keep the child in check. Though sometimes at
the receiving end of violence, the mothers mentioned in the
testimonies themselves often participated in the violence against
their queer/ trans children, either not intervening to stop it, or
beating up the children themselves. Physical violence is, then, the go-
to response to perceived transgression, that keeps escalating as the
queer/ trans person develops relationships and support structures
outside of the family. Several testimonies indicated how the physical
violence had started even earlier.

After Tej [the speaker’s partner] came into my life the torture
from my family increased. The physical abuse increased from
family, elder brothers and also mom. | have two brothers, one
elder and one younger. There was no reason for the beating.
They felt that there was a daughter in the house on whom
frustration can be taken out. She wouldn’t go out and tell
anyone.

The whole day | would be at home. Any outsider would say
anything about me, and my mom would believe and beat me
up. Bahut maar khaya hai [I've suffered a lot of beatings].
However, it made up for it when | met Tej. Tej has always
supported and trusted me.

[Lekha, Cis woman, 34]

The violence does not end with the child reaching adulthood, since
the family continues to act as if entitled to govern the life of the young
queer/ trans person. It also doesn't stop at that person, often
extending even to those who try to support them.

When the person who provides support is a partner, or a queer/
trans network or friends, the physical violence is known to escalate,
and then the partner/ friends face it as well. Rani spoke about
spending 23 years married to a man who ‘punished me for small
things all the time,” and whose own natal family’s refusal to help her
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was justified as, ‘if | have already suffered so much, why not a little
more?’ —till she left the abusive marital house and started living with
her partner.

At that time | didn’t file a case because | didn’t know that |
would have to take the step of leaving. Before meeting
Ranveer, | had never thought of escaping that situation. In our
community, family izzat [honour] is the most important thing.
A lot of pressure from the natal family that this is nothing,
ignore it, this is your fate — that is what they used to say about
the beatings. When | had support from Ranveer, | thought |
didn’t have to tolerate this anymore. This is why | left.

When both families (natal and in-laws) found out where | was
living, Ranveer’s house address, they came and beat me up.
They dragged me down by my hair from the fourth floor. |
couldn’t even get up and walk on my feet, | fell unconscious.
They put me into a car and took me away to another state.

[Rani, Cis woman, 42]

Assigned families beat up partners who try to stand in the way of
them compelling the queer/ trans person to return to the family
home and live by the rules the family want to impose on them,
sometimes even when the couple has filed petitions in the High Court
that they want to live together (Chetna’s parents trying to beat up
Tushar); or when the person is held against their will and subjected
to violence by their family, and the partner tries to go to their house
and help them escape (Sajo and Celine). Ironically, among the
testimonies was also the following description of the violence of the
assigned family of a trans man's partner towards him:

‘It was a very violent incident. Since | am masculine appearing and cis
passing they beat me up very badly. They assumed | was a [cis] man.’
[Oishik, Trans man, 21]
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Not only do family members feel justified in beating the partner up,
they also garner the support of relatives and others (men are
frequently mentioned) from the community, either through
falsehoods or without even the need to justify what they are doing. It
is almost as if no explanation is required to attack a stranger on the
street, particularly when this stranger is read as a cis man who is there
to take away the daughter of the family.

When Celine’s father was taken to the hospital, | was on my
way there. At that time, the vehicle | was travelling in was
blocked by eight people who started beating me up without
knowing what they were beating me up for. | asked them why
they are doing this, is it because a woman has expressed her
love for me and I'm taking her with me? That is when people
found out what the issue was. They were beating me up
without even knowing this.

[Sajo, Trans man, 26]

This is even more so when there is a structural disparity between the
families of the partners, as in the case of Tapan, a trans man from a
Scheduled Caste background whose partner comes from a dominant
caste-class family and has also been forcibly married into one.

One day, when | was sleeping at my house, my partner’s
family members barged into my house and started abusing me
for my gender identity, cursing me and saying | couldn’t be like
this. Laxmi’s family is richer and much more influential
whereas mine is not, so there was a lot of familial violence.

[Tapan, Trans man, 22]

In a context in which societal violence against inter-religious couples
is on the rise, and various communities are already pushing to make
parental permission a requisite for “love marriages” between
consenting adults, relationships which are queer as well or which
involve trans persons are seen as even more of a threat, and can
trigger even greater violence.
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Because | was Muslim and she was Hindu, | had to face a lot
of discrimination. | was not supposed to eat from the same
plate. People would talk to me and then they would have to
take a bath before going into the house. | was under house
arrest for three months.

One day my partner’s brother started beating her a lot. We
were very scared but we did not have any financial resources.
She said, “You should go back home. We will get in touch with
each other but right now we can’t be together because we
don’t have enough financial stability.” She faced a lot of family
pressure and said she can’t be with me because | am a Muslim.
If she has to be with someone she will be with a Hindu man,
and that is why she sent me home.

[Tahir, Trans man, 22]

The emphasis here, in the testimony Tahir presented before the
panel, was on the violence both he and his partner faced because of
his being a Muslim. In this case, the violence seemed impossible to
escape for lack of financial resources, eventually pushing the partners
to separate and Tahir to think that the only way to build the life he
wants is to ‘not depend on anyone else’ — a sense of alienation not
only from one’s own family, but from other relationships one might
establish as well — before managing to learn about and get in touch
with a support organisation? for LBT persons.

In many of the testimonies, the inciting reason for the physical
violence had to do with a person’s refusal to get married to partners
deemed “appropriate” by the family. The multiple ways in which
forced marriage comes to be used as a passing on of the “problem"
to another family or as a way to “correct” what the family sees as

1 The report does not mention the names of specific organisations in the narratives
to ensure the anonymity of the queer and trans persons mentioned. The following
organisations have been mentioned as providing support: FAOW, LABIA, Nazariya,
RAAHI, SAATHII, Sahayatrika, Sappho for Equality, Vanaja Collective
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being wrong with a queer/ trans person is discussed in detail below.
In this context, it suffices to note also the multiple sources that an
individual draws on to resist marriage pressure. One of the
testimonies spoke of such pressure as stemming from the family’s
anxiety that the genderfluid individual (read by their family as
someone needing to conform to the expectations the caste/
community has of “women”) — in a context where education is not
seen as a priority irrespective of gender — might not find a “good
match” if allowed to access higher education.

Father kept coming into the room, clearly wanting to punch
me. He overturned the cot where my sister was sitting. | told
him | was not afraid of anything. | wanted to go to the
bathroom but they didn’t let me. This went on the whole
night.

[Uma, Genderfluid (AFAB), 27]

The ability to say to someone who holds financial and other kinds
power over oneself in the hierarchy of the family that one is not
afraid, and to continue to face the violent situation until one is able
to find a way to leave, points to a sense of knowing how one wants
to build their life and being able to hold on to that and try to achieve
it. In several of the longer testimonies as well, what came across again
and again were the layers of complexity of this imagination of a
possible life, layers in which one’s own gender identity, and the
relationships one wants to establish, are connected to access to
education and to the ability to use that education, to the need for
financial security, and often to an aspiration to be safe from violence
from one’s family, community, police, etc.

When one is seen to violate the norms they are expected to follow,
thereby becoming a “bad” subject (a bad Muslim, a bad woman, a
bad member of a caste community, etc.), hierarchies in the family
shift, so that even those over whom one conventionally holds power
(younger siblings, children, sisters vis-a-vis brothers) appear entitled
to subject one to physical violence. For instance, one testifier
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described her sisters’ attempts to bring her lesbian relationship to an
end.

My sisters attacked me. My younger sister and mother would
always blackmail me as if | was a criminal. Even though the
younger sibling was younger, she would behave like an older
sister, including pulling me by the hair and attacking me.

[Omera, Cis woman, 24]

Such physical violence is often accompanied by a betrayal of trust, in
which the entire family participates or is complicit. The image
fabricated for the outside world is one in which the family is
intervening to “rescue” the person who, according to the family, does
not know what is good for them. And so, instead of trying to
comprehend the life their family member desires or imagines for
themselves, their family would rather see them be beaten and
drugged into submission.

After getting back home my mother and sisters were beating
me up and when | was shouting, they told the neighbours that
before my dad passed away, | had been with Sajo for a few
months and he drugged me and this yelling was because of
drug withdrawal. They said that this and trafficking of women
was the kind of work that transgender people do in general.

They would put sedatives into my food and they approached
somebody in a masjid who had prepared this sedative. Food
would be given to me, there would be sedation, | would sleep
for a long time, wake up, eat, sleep again. . . . If | protested,
they would shout and beat me. | was kicked in the stomach by
my sister when | had periods, and even my mother didn’t
come to find out what was happening.

[Celine, Cis woman, 28]

Another point to note here is the frequency with which, when the
family learns of a relationship between their family member, who is
a cis woman, with a trans man, it is the trans man who is blamed and
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accused of somehow corrupting or deceiving or otherwise forcing
the woman into the relationship. This comes across both from
personal testimonies, and from the comments made by one of the
testifiers involved in supporting queer/ trans people. Both the
individual partner, and the idea of trans-ness in general, are targeted
in such accusations. It is the combination of prejudice against
transness, and the assumption that (cis) women do not know their
minds, have no agency and need to be controlled that are at work
here, and the subsequent violence is directed towards both
partners.

After all this happened, my partner’s mama [maternal uncle]
attacked me. Because of that, | had to have eye surgery. He
wanted to hit me on my face and to injure my eyes but,
because | turned my head, he hit just one eye.

[Tarun, Trans man, 29]

The violence does not come only from a failure to understand and
respect an individual’s right to self-determination. The determination
to prevent the queer/ trans person, even as an adult, from
establishing any meaningful relationships or even finding comfort in
talking to others is a recurring aspect, and the natal and marital,
immediate and extended families that the testifiers talked about did
not hesitate either to inflict physical violence or to entrust others with
the power to discipline.

Threats to Life/Kill

The severity of the violence that one faces from the natal or marital
families reaches the extent of threats to life. One of the testimonies
pointed to how obedience to family rules is expected to be so
complete, that even where an individual works and earns, they
continue to live as though under house arrest, with control
exercised over their comings and goings, and actual attempts to kill
them.
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One day | reached home half an hour late from school because
| was hungry and went to eat out. During that half an hour my
papa called everyone from the Principal to teachers and asked
about my whereabouts. When | was back and came to know
about this, | told my father that you have created so much fuss
about me being half an hour late. | will have to face
humiliation in school again tomorrow. But they blamed me
instead, and my father said, ‘How dare you go out?’ | tried to
explain that | was tired and hungry. But my father beat me up
a lot. He said that instead of this everyday tension, it is better
that | just die.

This one time during Diwali, there was a huge fight about me.
They decided we will kill her today. Papa had a rat poison
bottle, mother and brother had caught hold of my legs and
hands. Younger brother was looking at me. There was no one
to stand up for me. | just kept praying that if | survive today |
would leave. | didn’t want to stay with these people.

[Lekha, Cis woman, 34]

It is important to consider how widespread the control is that the
assigned family has over an individual, and the extent of the violence
it can perpetrate. Such violence does not take place only in response
to a person’s sexuality or gender being seen as transgressive, as an
iliness or as unacceptable, it becomes part and parcel of routine
living. Though the questions asked in this report concern specifically
the nature of the violence faced by trans and queer people, these
discussions also carry implications for other people’s relationships
with assigned families, especially when individuals try to define
their own life trajectories.

The casualness with which Lekha is told that she causes so much
tension she might as well die echoes the brutality inherent in many
other testimonies. Banu’s father saying there is only space for one of
them in the world and trying to kill her; Shamlee’s mother saying it’s
best that a queer child should die; Uday’s family talking to others as
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if he were already dead. At times the threat to life takes place when
one is still a child, as an extension of ongoing violence, as we have
seen earlier.

But it is not only the family members who are subjected to such
threats to their lives. Testimonies also referred to direct threats
made to queer people’s partners to prevent them from offering
support.

My partner was threatened at night by my mother who said,
“We could burn and kill you and bury you and nobody will
know, not even your lawyer. We’'ll just tell them you’ve gone
home and our child has been sent abroad.” We didn’t eat
anything there.

[Tushar, Trans man, 20]

The family’s problem is not just that their adult child (who is a trans
man but whom they insist on seeing as a daughter) is in a relationship
with a woman, but that the relationship is inter-caste. ‘If she was from
the same caste, maybe they would have accepted,’ as one person
testified. Celine’s situation was similar.

He is Hindu, | am Christian. They took my phone but they
didn't know the pattern, so they went into a mobile shop and
got it unlocked. They took out Sajo's photos and sent them to
all relatives and said if he comes near our house, kill him. They
sent it to the group.

[Celine, Cis woman, 28]

Once again, this raises questions not only about the acceptance of
marriage equality, but also of the increase in the targeting of couples
—even heterosexual ones — who enter into relationships across caste
and religion, because in such instances the family, the community and
often the state institutions that are supposed to protect an
individual’s right to choose their partner converge in their biases even
more.

35



Sexual Violence

Added to all the other physical violence are the many forms of sexual
violence about which the testifiers spoke. Families that are otherwise
controlling/ restrictive of a child’s mobility opt for wilful ignorance or
denial when the child is sexually abused, especially when abusers are
brothers or other family members.

Once my mother saw my brother taking advantage of me and
then | shared that with my mother, about what has been
happening. My father didn’t believe that his son could do such
a thing.

[Tina, Cis woman, 20]

Not only do they refuse to believe the ab