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On one level or another we are all Others to some group. - Sander L. Gilman 
 

In every society there are few individuals who do not fit into the cultural dominant categories 
of sex/gender- as such individuals are either born inter-sexed or exhibit behaviour or desires 
deemed appropriate for the opposite sex/gender. Most of the time such people outwardly 
conform to the culturally normative gender roles while for few the conflict cannot deal with 
social normativity resulting in a disarray of their lives. The opening line by Sander L. Gilman 
is a commentary on Jewish self identity, however, he observes, that the model can be 
extended to sexuality, gender, class and age. Contemporary academic research on sexuality 
and gender has targeted issues such as gender oppression, objectification, and 
commodification. However the creation and recognition of alternative, non normative 
sexuality and gender identification has been largely overlooked by the academic and creative 
community. To put it in the words of Mark Wigley, an architectural theorist, “If all space is 
closeted for queer people, then perhaps academics is among the most closeted of all” (388).  

Urban studies have long reflected a gender bias in both the construction of theory and 
the avoidance of research. Urban sociologists and historians have traditionally viewed cities 
as confluences of strangers, treating anonymity as a defining attribute of urbanity.  Manjula 
Padmanabhna’s ideology and projection of Alternate Sexuality can be clearly observed in 
Morning Glory in the East Kailash a short story included in an anthology Kleptomania. The 
story is set in Delhi but unlike Bombay, Gay’s relationships are not openly acceptable in 
Delhi. The story is autobiographical and narrates a month’s experience of twenty eight year 
old young Padmanabhan spent in a Delhi barsaati in the East of Kailash due to her new job 
and shares an apartment with two gay men. The story projects various view points of 
alternate sexuality by its characters; two gay men, their adopted son, a transvestite cook, two 
spaniels and a Chihuahua named Carmen and the author. It fascinates the readers with the life 
experience and expectations of all inmates and how Padmanabhan is treated by them with 
whom she expected a comfortable, protective stay which turns out to be dismay as she begins 
to realise that as a women what she represented to the group.  

The title is very apt and carefully chosen by Manjula Padmanabhan, who has taken it 
from the language of flowers, a common Victorian era way of communication in which the 
coded message was usually send through various flowers and floral arrangements to send 
coded messages, allowing individuals to express their private feelings which otherwise could 
not be spoken. In the title Morning Glory in East-of-Kailash “Morning Glory” stands for 
Love in Vain. It is a probing account of the lives of homosexual men, told straight from the 
hip, in an unapologetic voice. It pushes the confines of 'normalcy'. The title also suggests the 
fading out glory of an artist whose work is in vain with the dawn of his life. With the passage 
of time his ability as an artist is declining day by day as he is an alcoholic and  could not even 
keep his pen steady.  The story begins with the Padmanabhan’s experience and compulsion of 
staying at a secured place in New Delhi due to its “testosterone-enriched atmosphere” so she 
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was given the option to stay with the gay Artist Alistair ‘Alice’ Stevens with whom the 
publishers already made an agreement by paying down payment. 

 Their company not only offered her food and hospitality but also function as a 
masculine shield as they themselves have different sexual orientations ensuring complete 
safety. Alice and project editor, Nikhil, escorted Padmanabhan to Alice house. The first 
meeting with Alice at the airport resulted in a slight abhorrence from Padmanabhan’s part 
though the reason of this was not even very clear to her. As she say, “It had never occurred to 
me, for instance, that I might dislike Alice. Yet there he was, handsome in haunted, paint 
peeling sort of way and—I disliked him. He was missing a front tooth. The gap gave him, 
when he smiled, a rakish, predatory appearance. I realized too, that to have expected to like 
him because he was gay was the same thing, in reverse, as disliking him because he was gay” 
(Kleptomania 164). 

The proximity between Nikhil and Alice made the narrator also doubt Nikhil’s 
orientation “NIKHIL MAY ALSO BE GAY!!!  as he was with Alice but the second thought 
made her realise her mistake of taking any interest in Nikhil’s sexual orientation, on the other 
side she also realised that she already knew about his married status. These two thoughts 
simply reflects the societal thoughts of associating people out of suspicion sometimes and 
also by giving clean chit to those who overtly follow societal norms. 

 After spending the first uncomfortable night at the barsati and feeling all the more 
desolate and doomed. The next morning started with the thump on the door by the cook, 
Gopi, who is a transvestite from Kerala. Later that morning on the breakfast table she learnt 
more about Gopi’s thoughts of physical transformation from a male to a castrated eunuch. 
Gopi came to Delhi looking for fortune, glamour and romance but instead of all this he found 
a gang of hijras who adopted him as one of their own. Due to which he is contemplating for 
castration. 

They discussed about the growing impatience of the neighbours due to “all-male 
ménage” everybody talks indirectly about their presence in the neighbourhood.”…India was a 
country where homosexuality was still a crime punishable by law and thank god for that! 
Then he had spoken with longing about those noble Islamic nations where unnatural citizens 
were flogged in public or stoned to death. He even insinuated that the success of such nations 
in cricket tournaments was linked to the sobriety of their teams.” (Kleptomania 167)   

They further illustrated about the city space and the mental outlook of the people as 
Alice Claimed “ …in Delhi, when the alternatives is deviance ordinary promiscuity becomes 
acceptable.”  On which Nikhil further adds his description of the city as “Delhi is a very ... 
very ... very backward city, Un-un-unlike Bombay.” This backwardness is the result of 
general acceptability of the deviance of any kind from the main stream acceptability. In one 
of the news report “ Is Mumbai emerging as India’s gay capital?”  the reporter quotes Nitin 
Karani of Bombay Dost Trust, “Being a cosmopolitan city, we are more accepting than any 
other city. The number of parties, conferences, film festivals is more than in other cities.” The 
correspondent also quotes Girish Kumar of Humsafar Trust who stresses, “Mumbai has a 
more open outlook that Delhi. Banglore is progressive, but has not yet reached the mark. So 
Mumbai is the undisputed champion.” (NDTV) 

In one of the blogs on homosexuals Sumlaingik the blogger has given a very realistic 
picture of homosexuality in India: 

It is not good or easy to be gay in India. Every Indian gay man or woman has 
to live a double life. Even those who live in big cities and are openly gay have had 
moments in their lives when they had to tell a white lie. They had to pretend to be 
something or someone they weren’t. It is definitely not OK to be gay in India. We can 
say that now it’s not illegal and you can be gay and open about it. But that’s not true. 
Indian society is still quite backward in accepting social reality and freedom of 
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sexuality. They are still stigmatised by the old thinking of homosexuality as sin. It is 
still considered to be un-natural and abnormal. There is nothing ok about such 
thinking. Growing up in a large Indian family I was lucky to find myself growing as 
confident and mentally strong to cope with these challenges. I was clever enough to 
deal with these issues but not clever enough to recognise what I was dealing with. I 
hadn’t heard of homosexuality and being gay. I didn’t know a single person or even a 
television or movie character which resembled who I was. A gay man. It was 
confusing and very frightening to think that there was something wrong with you. 
That you were different. Your friends will talk about sex with girls non stop and you 
will have no interest in such topics what so ever. I am talking about growing up before 
we started watching “Will & Grace”, “Sex and the City” and other American sitcoms 
which have plenty of gay characters and gay references. Though the young generation 
is more accepting of homosexuality, the people in the society are still dominated by 
the people who openly oppose and ridicule homosexuality. So in answer to the 
question I would say – No, It is not good to be Gay in India. (Sumlaingik) 

Padmanabhan has referenced about the homosexuality of Alistair Stevens by using 
various names in his context. Firstly the nick name Alice has a close association to the Stein’s 
The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas. Suggesting homosexuality as Gertrude Stein and Alice 
B Toklas use to share and the “Alice’s Dirk Bogarde  Eyes” have a reference to the famous 
Bollywood actor who was gay.  

While writers like Mahesh Dattani had portrayed a very sympathetic image of gays in 
their works Manjula Padmanabhan highlights that even after being gay Alice has a very 
different ideology about women when he refers to the narrator, “See? It’s a good cow after 
all! It appreciates our efforts to make it happy!” it simply suggests the kind of image that he 
dwells in his mind of a woman. Anthropologist John Halverson calls it “thoroughly 
derogatory” (515) as the metaphorical reference to the cow connotes a very gender specific 
image an animal for milk that is kept incessantly pregnant or lactating, with swollen belly. 
Confined to all, denied active role of nurturing and protecting calf it is seen as passive and 
dull.  This also depicts the problematic side of the society where the marginalised turns out to 
be the oppressor. Kuhu Chanana explains this dichotomy: 

Though gay men are themselves a sexual minority yet in the patriarchal society 
even heterosexual women are subjugated by them. Thus the position of victim and 
victimizer interchanges here as despite being homosexual in hostile heteronormative 
society gay men are capable of ostracising straight women and hence in these cases 
sexuality trumps over gender and makes the notion of unified gay subjugation 
problematic. (163) 

Another very important unexplored aspect of ‘homosexual binaries’ is discussed by 
Padmanabhan in this story which highlights the plight of the feminine partner in such 
relationships. Nikhil shares plight of Praveen with the narrator, “He can’t control Alice! He 
can’t say anything to Alice! Alice treats him like a—a—well, a wife! Alice doesn’t listen to 
him. He doesn’t listen to anyone!” (Kleptomania 172) It is very a matter of fact that even in 
same sex relationship binaries exist with the mutual consent. But there is no such domestic 
violence law for them as we have for heterosexual couples. This makes them twice abused. 
Praveen was not just twice abused but was in a fix about his decision as at the time of sharing 
his life story with the author he unconsciously uttered what is deep within his thoughts as he 
says “On the worst day of my life—then corrected himself, or rather, I should say, the most 
beautiful day, the first day of new life--” he was sodomized by the old drill instructor on an 
outing from school when his knowledge was almost cipher on sexuality or sexual practices. 
Intellectually both Alice and Praveen are poles apart as Praveen always excluded him out of 
his professional life. 
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Through Praveen, author also presents illustrates one of the important aspects of 
financial independence that is being ignored in homosexual relationships. In this regards she 
writes, “…being gay in India represented a material sacrifice. In that sense, a stable 
homosexual relationship was more truly unworldly than the typical heterosexual one. But in 
another sense, rejecting his own background had made Praveen utterly dependent on Alice. 
Only in Alice’s company could he hope to spend a morning matching the colour of a plastic 
mug to a plastic bucket or be openly depressed by the sight of a dead puppy. In his own 
society, such behaviour would be stigmatized as effeminate.  If he left Alice, he would have 
nowhere to go, no one to turn to who would understand him or care for his emotional needs.” 
(Kleptomania 187) This incidents reverberates the later life of Gertrude Stein and Alice B 
Toklas when in 1946 when Stein died of cancer, Toklas was at her side till her last breath. 
But after that Stein’s family completely cut Toklas out of estate leaving her in utter poverty 
as they had no legal standing to the epic works of art that they both collected over the years. 
(Paynter web) Not only this Toklas acted as Stein’s confidante, lover, cook, editor, critic and 
muse which is almost similar to Parveen’s responsibility towards Alice in the story.  

The story also throws light on the general tendency of close affinity of all same sex 
couples to have pets, as these pets become as a family for them and sometimes substitute 
their craving for children. As the same time these pets also help them to get unconditional 
love for which they crave all through their life; whether accepted in this way by their family 
or not. The kind of acceptability they get from their pets gives queer people a sense of self 
reliance and self confidence. The pets also help them to reduce the sense of loneliness that is 
so common with people of deviant orientation. “The human-animal bond allows for a sense 
of social relatedness and belonging. One may turn to pets to fill a range of roles from 
companion to child substitute. The relatedness encompassed within human-animal 
companionship may in turn an ability to connect with others in more appropriate ways by 
increasing self-cohesion and esteem. Pet companionship may also work as a source of 
emotional sustenance for those who have no or limited connection (both physical and 
emotional) with people. (Brown 329-343) 

Another important aspect of keeping pets as companion is the similar repose to people 
without taking note of the fortune of the day. The pet’s greeting always has the same gestures 
and he same enthusiasms. It makes no demands and has no ill feelings. The response of pet’s 
welcome is restorative that everything is as it was when you left. Things are as it as all safe. 
On the other hand human family members almost reflect the troubles of their day and their 
expectations of a person returning home. Anticipation, blame, sorrows and tiredness 
splotches the human greetings. 

The story is also an outburst of Padmanabhan’s quest of understanding a person more 
than what his gender is. On Nikhil’s caging and acknowledging Padmanabhan as a woman 
she insisted on breaking the gender stereotypes by pointing out her identity as an Illustrator 
than as a woman. “It’s oppressive to be stuck inside a sexual identity, even if it’s one of the 
ordinary ones--” (Kleptomania 173)  

Padmanabhan in this story hints at various deviance in the heterosexual world. People 
are just not what they pretend to be all through their life. In this regard firstly she shares her 
lesbian encounter in the story by referencing to the occasion, “On that one occasion, with that 
other woman, the most striking sensation has been one of touching someone who felt exactly 
like myself. With my eyes shut it was difficult to tell that I was not alone. Like journeying to 
a foreign country only to find it utterly familiar. I could wonder whether I had journeyed at 
all. There was no adventure; no mystery of otherness, such as there was in the presence of a 
man’s body, similar yet also so magically different to my own.” (Kleptomania 175) 

Secondly she discusses about her about boyfriend and questions on the idea of being 
normal, “Was he normal? He’d told me that he masturbated three times a day. He had been in 
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love with an older woman for years before he built up a courage to declare his passion.” After 
which the old lady just ignored him refusing to take his calls. When Padmanabhan met him 
he was determined to live rest of his life in technical celibacy.  

Next he discusses about Praveen’s younger brother Om falling in love with his cousin. 
They had never met. It was barely the love glance at each other during a wedding in a family. 
Though the girl was married off to some one else in Pakistan, Arun, still keeps a lot of hope 
in their love. 

The story also highlights the contrasting image of the contemporary Delhi to the 
things it used to be in her times. She feel that today we are all free to whatever way we want 
to live with the brand new malls. Where people feel free to acknowledge their sexual 
orientation or their actions that are contesting the general believes of our cultural constructs 
for example young man strolling hand in hand wearing nose rings or girls smoking cigarettes 
or a gay hairdresser in an advertisement in newspaper.  The architecture of the city that is so 
separate yet so intrinsic that you cannot image it as a separate entity. The multiple levels of 
residents also scores to be the different level of economic class residing at the same point. 
From the barsati style to the open terrace to the rooftop terraces or the gloved compartments 
all come together to make a holistic vision of the modern Delhi architecture. But this is not all 
as the city has a dual nature in the rural part of the city you can still find young couple hacked 
to death for love marriages. 

 Story ends with the reference to Okhla, an industrial area near Delhi that is referred 
as a “place of future.” (Kleptomania 188) as the place is all barren and without much life or 
habitants similarly life of Arun is also futureless with just vague hopes and faint belief that 
one day he will meet his beloved who is already married to someone else in Pakistan and is a 
mother now. This relationship in a society is as deviant as the relationship of Alice and 
Praveen. So Okhla metaphorically suggests the present situation of queer people in the city 
space but by adding this adjective a city of future Arun adds some hope and optimism to the 
future of Queer geography in the city space. 

The story also highlights the division of space in a city sprawl that makes the survival 
of everyone one feasible.  The mushrooming of high quality residential space the city 
attempts to accommodate all classes in the same space. This results in creation of 
heterotopias that promises city a plurality and heterogeneity. Referring to the work of Judith 
Butler, we can understand the role of performativity and theatricality in constructing the self, 
and space.  By adapting Butler’s subversive bodily acts to think about subversive spatial acts 
we can see how even the kiss of two men on the night bus home can fracture a previously 
seamless space. The straightness of our streets is an artefact, not a natural fact. What it is to 
be queer can be reasonably placed in this lengthy yet supremely queer quotation from a 
pamphlet circulated in New York, Circa 1990, I Hate Straights: 

“Being queer means leading a different sort of life. It’s not about the mainstream, 
profit margins, patriotism, patriarchy or being assimilated. It’s not about being 
executive directors, privilege and elitism. It’s about being on the margins, defining 
ourselves; it’s about gender fucha and secrets, what’s beneath the belt and deep inside 
the heart; it’s about the night.” (Bell 18) 

To conclude, Morning Glory at the East of Kailash raises many questions regarding gay 
identity and acceptability in the city space where even today the issue is taken as a taboo. 
Instead of being didactic the issue is dealt with the utmost sensibility and seriousness. 
From the closet the issue is taken onstage for public reading. The works reflect sudden 
change in the urban materiality through the new suburban spaces that are gradually 
amalgamating with the older ones to produce “barren future spaces” this idea also has 
connotation of merging of alternate sexuality in the mainstream culture. 
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