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«Utopia is a positive and constructive program 
that gives people the opportunity if you can 
start all over again, start from the scratch and 
create laws and make decisions, will you be 
able to build a society that is better than the 
one we have; will it be chaos or happiness.»

John de Mol.
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In this country, there is no more gender 
inequality. People fully assume their sexual 
identity without fear of not being accepted. 
Diseases, sexually transmitted infections  
rates are low and unwanted pregnancies 
controlled.
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Introduction
When I arrived in India, I did not have any 
preconceived ideas on sexuality or sexual education, 
and I was just aware of some health issues that the 
Indian population face.

My understanding started the moment I lived in the 
girl hostel on the campus. I spent one month there, 
which is, from a European point of view, really different 
from what I was used to. Rigid norms reminded me 
when I was at the boarding school during high school, 
but at that time, I was 15 years old.

It was challenging to integrate this system because 
I consider myself as an adult, and I quickly understood 
that my notion of the adulthood was far from the one 
in India. However, the other students around me were 
accustomed to sign when they check-in the hostel, let 
the guards go through their bags, or let them decided  
if the way they dressed is descent. The rules mentioned 
that tops with fine straps, cleavage or dress, skirt above 
the knee are not allowed. Also, we were following 
specific timing, as the time for a hot shower, for 
breakfast, class, even time to be on the grounds  
of the College.

During these laps of time, we were constrained in  
the campus spaces and life. Later, we decided with  
my classmates to ask for a night out authorization. 
Being outside of the campus allows us to discover 
another facet of the youth. I was not surprised about 
their behavior itself but more about the gap in the  
way  they were at school or under the hostel rules  
and their attitude during their free time.
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At this moment, I had the feeling that when the sun 
goes down all the norms, rules seem to disappear in 
those spaces.  In my word, I call it the face down effect 
[pg.v-x]. It was the first duality I observed, but then, 
with time, I started to get a lot them as older vs. newer 
mentalities or western vs. traditional influence, etc.

This dissertation is, therefore, a review of the 
researches I have made to understand the sexual 
education provide to the youth in India. It is aimed  
to depict the complex attitudes towards sexuality that 
the adolescent has to pass through, in order to one-day 
access a proper sexual education.

Though meetings with specialists, NGOs, discussion 
with adolescents, family, research and many readings, 
this essay will offer you an understanding of the 
complex relation to sexuality in the current context. 
But also the vision of it, through history, religion and 
cultural aspect. It will allow you to grasp the actual 
health situations and issues related to sexual matters. 
Finally, it will demonstrate why sexual education  
is needed in India.
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think they do,
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I. I Sex Education

[1] Planet Parenthood, 
American NGO which 
provides reproductive 
healthcare, sex educa-
tion and information 
to men and young 
people around the 
world.

[2] UNESCO, United 
Nations Educational 
Scientific and Cultural 
Organization.

Part 1: Sexual Education and Adolescents; 

DEFINITION

A universal definition of sexual education does not 
exist. Therefore I decided to select the one from  
Planet Parenthood[1] , which describes it as:

 «high-quality teaching and learning about a 
broad variety of topics related to sex and sexuality, 
exploring values and beliefs about those topics 
and gaining the skills that are needed to navigate 
relationships and manage one’s sexual health.  
Sex education may take place in schools, in 
community settings, or online ».

It is a contemporary definition which is relevant 
because it mentions the « online » space. Indeed, since 
this last decade with the evolution of technologies  
and emergence of new types of communication, it 
seems essential to talk about those new spaces where 
the youth can easily have access to the information.

As this definition demonstrates it, NGOs are important 
actors in the field. They bring definitions, texts, guides 
that allow a conceptualization of sexual education. 
NGOs are acting on different scales such as global, 
national and local. But also in diverse areas, rural  
and urban. They are also focused on different fields, 
HIV/STDs awareness, sexual orientation,etc. The group 
of the population that they target also varies.

On a global scale, the first statement on sexual rights 
was The Declaration of Sexual Rights, which was 
proclaimed at the 13th World Congress of Sexology,  
run by the World Association for Sexual Health, in 
Valencia 1997. This statement evolved, as it was revised 
and expanded in 2014. Following some examples of 
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the Rights mentions;  the right to equality and 
nondiscrimination; the right to be free from all 
forms of violence and coercion; the right to the 
highest attainable standard of health, including 
sexual health; with the possibility of pleasurable, 
satisfying, and safe sexual experiences; the right  
to information; the right to education and the right 
to comprehensive sexuality education; the right  
to enter, form, and dissolve marriage and similar 
types of relationships based on equality and full  
and free consent; the right to decide whether to  
have children, the number and spacing of children, 
and to have the information and the means to do  
so; the right to the freedom of thought, opinion,  
and expression, etc.

The most important to notice is that the declaration 
of sexual rights emphasizes the right to education  
and the right to comprehensive sexuality 
education. 

Comprehensive sexuality education must be 
age-appropriate, scientifically accurate, culturally 
competent, and grounded in human rights, gender 
equality, and a positive approach to sexuality and
pleasure, on the basis that sex education impacts 
general health, adaptation to the environment, 
quality of life, and helps to live optimally by choice.

Indeed, several sexual health education entities 
around the world have posited their thoughts 
about what the overall goals and aims of sexuality 
education should be. According to UNESCO[2]: 
«The goals of comprehensive sexuality education 
are to equip people with knowledge, skills, 
attitudes, and values.»

This learning aims to empower them to realize their 
health, well-being, and dignity; develop respectful 
social and sexual relationships; consider how their 
choices affect their own well-being and that of 
others; understand and ensure the protection  
of their rights throughout their lives.

ORIGIN

The origin of sexual education came first, from  
the United States, which are considered as the 
pioneer on the field thanks to their position as 
leader of mass higher education. However, sex 
education has also massive roots in Europe, 
and their vision was closer to the notion of 
sexual education that we contemporary have. 
Through this learning, they tried to achieve a set 
of individual goals, in particular, Sweden, the 
first country to give sex education. The idea was 
not necessarily to ward off negative collective 
consequences but more to help each individual 
to develop and determine a sexual life, including 
sexual pleasure. Unlike the United States, which 
used it as a medium for collective goals and 
prevention of collective adverse outcomes like 
teen pregnancy or STDs (Sexually Transmitted 
Diseases). With the main goal to promote sexual 
continence to keep the nation healthy.

Even after years and whatever the country, 
sexuality is a difficult topic to address in the
family or at school, but it is necessary to engage 
the dialogue about it. The youth needs to access  
to proper sexual education first to have sexual 
health but also to help victims to understand  
and communicate.

Part 1: Sexual Education and Adolescents; 
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[3] Quote from,
Adolescents in India, a 
desk review of existing 
evidence and behaviors, 
programs and policies, 
Population Council  
Delhi and Unicef.

Unlike what we can think, sexual education skills are 
needed as general lifeskills, such as communication, 
listening, decision-making, negotiation and learning 
to ask for, and identify sources of help and advice such 
as parents, caregivers, and professionals through the 
family, community, health and welfare services. Those 
skills are not only applicable to sexual relationships 
but also in other aspects of life as :

« they are taught to recognize situations in which 
they are pressurized by others and how to resist and 
deal with these, along with challenging long-standing 
prejudices they are faced in day to day life[3].»

Even if sexuality education for adolescents is a highly 
controversial topic in India and seen as offensive to 
Indian values, it is essential to make things happen  
in a country that reports high rates of teenage  
pregnancies and sexual abuse.

 
Mentalities 
have to continue 
to  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

& 
clearly
understand that 
sex education 
and awareness 
are not conceived 
to encourage people 
to have sexual activities 
but to protect them.

Part 1: Sexual Education and Adolescents; 
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The WHO[4] and the UNICEF define adolescence  
as a period which:

«marks the developmental transition from 
childhood to adulthood, a time when many 
important social, economic, biological, and 
demographic events set the stage for adult life.»

They consider adolescents people in the age bracket  
of 10 to 19 years old and youth between 15 and 24 years 
old. But, there is a lack of definition for this age group, 
and it quickly varies from specialists and sources. For 
our essay we will accord our words to their definition.

When we talk about adolescence is essential to 
recognize that it is a phase rather than a fixed period 
in an individual’s life. It echoes to the moment when a 
child becomes an adolescent, which is a pivotal period 
where young people undergo sudden physical, mental, 
emotional, social and behavioral changes.  Through 
this period of their life, they become intensely aware  
of their sexuality and at the same time, they will have 
to face several challenges concerning their sexual  
and reproduction health. As they enter adulthood,  
it is crucial to take care of this phase, the nature  
and quality of young people’s future lives depend  
on how well adolescents go through this transition.

As detailed above, young people go through 
different changes, which first starts with puberty in 
early adolescence. This is a physical development 
characterized by a rapid growth period and the 
apparition of the secondary sexual characteristics.

I. 2 Being adolescent

[4] WHO, World Health 
Organization.

Part 1: Sexual Education and Adolescents; 
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BOYS 

In the case of boys, the first change is  
a powerful acceleration in the growth  
of coarse pubic and facial hair, which  
usually precede other signs of puberty,  
such as voice changes.

GIRLS

About girls, it starts with the development  
of breasts, broadening of hips, and rapid 
growth in height, which begins about two  
and a half years before the first menstruation.

Then during the middle adolescence,  
the secondary sexual characteristics are  
still developing, but 95% of the adult height  
reach.

 
The physical maturity and reproductive 
growth level off and end at the later 
adolescence.
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Social and behavioral changes are also present;
adolescents are searching for identity and start  
to develop and explore their sexual identity. 
However, they are also influenced by gender  
norms, friends, cultural backgrounds, or even  
family expectations. 

At this time of their life, they are seeking more 
independence and responsibility, both at home  
and at school. Try new experiences that may engage 
in more risk-taking behavior. They are more aware  
of the notion of «right» and «wrong», and they are 
more influenced by their friends. Also, the way they 
communicate evolves with technology as they use  
the internet, mobile phones, and social media.

Adolescence is a difficult period where the youth faces 
much questioning about themselves. Young people are 
considered as a vulnerable group and subject to health 
risk due to their experimentation and their exposure 
 to limited information.

Hence, it becomes necessary for adolescents to learn 
how to face and deal with the turbulence they face. 
For that, it requires the development of a sense of 
balance and self-imposition of limits on the expression 
of one’s needs and desires. It is important to note 
that adolescents are not a homogenous group; their 
needs vary with their sex, stage of development, life 
circumstances and the socio-economic conditions  
of their environment.so

ci
al

 a
nd

 b
eh

av
io

ra
l

Part 1: Sexual Education and Adolescents; 
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Concerning the current situation, it is essential to 
take into consideration that India is a vast country 
and a multiethnic and multilingual society with 
wide variations in demographic situations and 
socio-economic conditions.  With diverse religions 
and ethnicities, which is commonly described as the 
nation of « jumble of possibilities[5].» where people 
follow a variety of customs and have varied beliefs that 
ultimately mold their lifestyles.

Besides those social and cultural aspects, there are also 
sexual variations. Indeed sexuality means different 
things to different people. It could mean the act  
of sex and sexual practices; for others, it could mean 
sexual orientation or identity; it could mean desire  
and eroticism. Indeed sexuality encompasses many 
ideas and facets. Also, the definition of sexuality has 
been evolving along with the understanding of it. 
Sexuality is experienced and expressed in thoughts, 
fantasies, desires, beliefs, attitudes, values, behaviors, 
practices, roles, and relationships.

As we are discussing the actual Indian society,  
it is necessary to take into account that the children  
of today are not the children of yesterday. All the more, 
when the country is populated at 1/4 with adolescents 
aged between 10 and 19 years old and 1/3 with young 
people between 10 and 24 years old, which represents 
243 million adolescents (21% of Indian population). 
With more than 50% of them living in urban areas, 
which means that India has the largest adolescent 
population in the world[6].

I. 3 The current situation 
in India

[5] As mentioned in, 
Indian concepts on 
sexuality, K.Chakrabor-
ty and R. Guja, Indian J 
Psychiatry. 

[6] Data from, The 
Population Council 
and UNICEF

Part 1: Sexual Education and Adolescents; 
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Relating to population, we used the sex ration to 
describe the number of females per 1000 of males.

(Sex ratio = number of females ÷ number of males  
× 1000)

It is a valuable source for finding the population of 
women in India and what is the ratio of women to that 
of men in India. The United Nations considers persons 
aged 10-19 years as adolescents and those between 
15-24 years as a youth for statistical purposes. In 2010, 
it revealed that the sex ratio among adolescents is 907 
females per 1000 males and  916 among the youth 
population.

In 2000, it was 925 among adolescent and 924 among 
the youth, India has seen a decrease in the sex ratio. 
The primary cause of this decrease of the female birth 
ratio considered to be the violent treatments meted out 
to the girl child at the time of the birth. The Sex Ratio in 
India was almost average during the phase of the years 
of independence, but after that, it started showing 
gradual signs of decrease. 

In the past ten years, India has gone through signs 
of improvement of the sex ratio, but there are still 
some states where the sex ratio is still low as Haryana. 
With the lowest rate of sex ratio in terms of the global 
population with 877 females to that of 1000 males[7].

[7] Data from, Census 
of India and UNICEF.

Part 1: Sexual Education and Adolescents; 
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However, earlier, specialized 
healthcare will be address to this 
vulnerable group; the healthier  
will be the young population. 

To reach this point, it is necessary 
that the needs of the youth are 
sufficiently understood to start the 
delivery of primary preventative 
measures, which will ideally 
improve the survival and general 
health conditions, nutritional 
status, and sexual and reproductive 
health of the future Indian adult 
population.
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From a prohibited topic 
in society to a young
population aware  
& with proper  
knowledge
about sexuality, 

there is a

conclusion
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Sexuality is 
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II.1(a) In Literature

The seeming contradictions of Indian attitudes 
towards sex, more broadly, sexuality can be best 
explained through the context of history. India  
has one of the oldest civilizations in the world: Indus 
Valley. Specialists have found proofs that demonstrated 
that the notion of sexuality was present during Ancient 
India. The concept of sexuality has evolved and was 
immensely influenced by various rulers and religions. 
The way to expresses sexuality takes various forms  
and have been observed in different domains like 
literature, art, architecture at different period of  
Indian history.

The first attitude towards sex was found in the 
literature with the most ancient Hinduism and 
Buddhism texts, The Vedas, a collection of poetry  
or hymns with revealed moral perspectives on 
sexuality, marriage, and fertility prayers. As a part  
of this Vedic Heritage, there are the Upanishads,  
which are ancient Sanskrit texts that contain some 
of the central philosophical concepts and ideas of 
Hinduism, which shared with religious traditions  
like Buddhism and Jainism. Specialists dated them 
from c. 800 BCE [8] and c. 500 BCE, during a time  
when Indian society started to question the  
traditional Vedic religious order.

As detailed above, The Upanishads contain mostly 
statements of philosophical and spiritual truths. 
However, interspersed between the statements  
of wisdom and ritual details are verses that contain 
sexually explicit information. They reveal the sexual 
mores of the times in which they were composed and 
show no inhibition in stating the facts or describing 

II.1 During Ancient times

[8] BCE, Before  
the Common Era.

[9] Adiparva, 
or The Book of the 
Beginning is the first  
of eighteen books of  
the Mahabharata. 
Claims the compre-
hensive synthesis of all 
human knowledge, and 
why it must be studied.

[10] Parashar, was a 
Rigvedic Maharishi (the 
great sage) and author 
of many ancient Indian 
texts.

[11] Satyavati, was the 
queen of the Kuru king. 
As a young woman, 
Satyavati met the sage 
Rishi Parashar, who 
fathered her son Vyasa.

[12] Ghat kancuki, was 
a game as a sex ritual 
played in some parts 
of India. 

[13]Examples men-
tioned in, the article 
«10 Shocking things 
about sex from Vedas», 
The Indian Times.

[14] CE, Common Era.

Part 2: Sexuality through History; 
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[Dharma] 

[Artha] 

[kama] 

[moksa] 
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II.1(b) In Art

The concept of sexuality in India also took root from 
the domain of art, in many temples of ancient India, 
there are sculptures, which are, nowadays, consider  
as erotic art but also paintings which depict nudity.

SCULPTURES

Most of these temples follow the concepts of Tantric 
Tradition. Tantrism is a tradition of doctrines, rituals 
and methods from Hinduism and then expanded to 
Buddhism, the Vajrayana[16] . Hindu temples were 
built by following the iconography of tantra, where 
the sensual pleasures are seen as transcendental 
energy, which creates a spiritual path to reach god. 
In Buddhism, its tantra-genre literature has also 
influenced the historic caves’ temples of India  
and in general, the imaginary in Southeast Asia.

As a first example, we can talk about The Sun Temple  
in Modhera. This temple was built during the rule 
of the Solanki Dynasty, and it is one of the ancient 
temples of Gujarat. It is dedicated to the sun and 
ornamented with sculptures and figures. On one of  
the outer walls, there are sexual figures which are 
related to the Tantric traditions.

Also, the Khajuraho Temples, located in Madhya 
Pradesh, is famous for it sex sculptures. There are 
many questions about the meaning of the figurines 
which are on the wall; some researchers testified that 
they portray the concept of Kama Sutra, and others 
believe that they are tantric sexual practices. Moreover, 
today, these temples are protected by UNESCO World 
Heritage Sites.

Bhoramdeo Temple, situated in Chattisgarh, is a good 
example to show that generally, most temples with 
erotica are related to Shiva or Shakti. Even the Tantric 
Tradition sees them as their prime deities.

[16] Vajrayana, Form 
of Tantric Buddhism, 
developed in India and 
neighboring countries.

Part 2: Sexuality through History; 
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The Sun Temple, in Modhera.
Here we can observe sexual figures representing 
male and female in different positions. They are 
related to the Tantric traditions.
Photo: © Vu2sga

Part 2: Sexuality through History; 
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Part 2: Sexuality through History; 

Khajuraho Temples, in Madhya Pradesh.
The meaning of those sex sculptures  
is still confusing but this temple is  
famous for it erotic representation.
Photo: © Tom Bartel
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All those examples demonstrate 
that sexuality was acceptable 
during Ancient times, but with 
the development of civilizations, 
relationships, social practices,  
and ethical standards, sex has  
been molded into a conservative  
form as we know it today. 

Nowadays, this heritage seems  
to be completely in contrast with  
the notions about sex today in India.
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To understand the current situation is essential to 
know about the past. Therefore, it is the key to build 
the future. Though the Indian period of history, we 
will try to grasp why India has been a particularly 
conservative country for the last few hundred years.

I.2 (a) Medieval period

The social structure of the traditional Indian culture 
had been broadly linked with princes, priests, monks, 
munis, sadhus, scholars, guild masters, and other 
prosperous groups. During the medieval period, the 
relationship between the classical and the folk was not
disturbed. In ancient India, the classical tradition was 
linked to Sanskrit which was the classical language of 
India, which represents a continuous cultural tradition 
from the time of the Vedas in the second millennium 
B.C.E. However, the Indian classical traditions were 
also linked to the tradition associated with Pali[18] and 
Tamil[19]. Sanskrit was the bearer of the classical Hindu 
tradition and the Mahayana[20] Buddhist tradition and 
some of the Jain science traditions as well. Pali was  
the vehicle of the Theravada[21] Buddhist tradition,  
and Tamil was the bearer of the South Indian  
classical tradition. 

II.2 (b) Muslim conquests

Then, India had to go through the Muslim conquests, 
which mainly took place during the 12th to 16th 
centuries, the objective was to spread their religion 
and carry on military conquests all over the world.  
This period is marked by conflict, tension, adaptation, 
and cultural syncretism between the Hindu and Islamic 

II.2 From the Ancient Times 
to the Colonial Period

[18] Pali, is a Middle 
Indo-Aryan liturgical 
language native to the 
Indian subcontinent, 
and it was the sacred 
language of Theravāda
Buddhism.

[19] Tamil, is a South 
Indian language  
and it is a part of the 
Dravidian language.

[20] Mahayana,  
is a movement that 
arose within Indian  
Buddhism around  
the beginning of the 
Common Era and 
became by the 9th
century.

[21] Theravada, means 
«Doctrine of the 
Elders» is the school 
of Buddhism, which 
scholars generally agree 
contains the earliest 
surviving record of the 
Buddha’s teachings.

Part 2: Sexuality through History; 
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Part 2: Sexuality through History; 

traditions. Indeed the Indian society and culture 
were influenced by Islamic tradition to a vast extent 
and accelerated certain undesirable tendencies  
that had already manifested themselves in the 
Hindu society on the eve of the Muslim conquest. 
To fortify their position against the propagation 
and spread of Islam, the Hindus introduced many  
social taboos.

One relevant example is the position of Indian 
women in the society and practices towards them. 
Like the Purdah system, which consists in the 
seclusion of women and generally lived isolated 
in the sphere of their home. Unknown in the early 
days of Hindu’s custom, it was introduced later. 
During that period, as a collateral consequence, 
female infanticide spread widely among the 
Hindus. This system was adopted by Hindus to 
protect women from the risk of losing their chastity 
by Muslims.

Following the same idea, child marriage was first 
introduced and then enforced with time. Early 
marriage of the Hindu girls as protection from the 
Muslims became the custom. It also signed the 
birth of the Sati system, which is a practice where 
a widow will be burned to death on her husband’s 
pyre. Women were expected to observe strict 
fidelity in their conjugal life. 
 
As shown in those examples, during the 
Muslim rule, the condition of the Hindu women 
deteriorated considerably. It was the starting point 
of the dependence of women on their male relatives  
or husbands, and it became the prominent  
feature of Hindu society.

During that period, Islam aimed to convert Hindus 
to Islam, but Hindus decided instead to convert 
to Orthodox in outlook and continue secretly to 
practice Hinduism to protect their religion from  
the onslaught of Islam. This practice made caste 
system more rigorous and the daily rules of 
conduct became more rigid as with the restrictions 
regarding marriage. When Hindu society became 
more conservative, the miseries of lower castes 
increased to a large extent. Due to that reason,  
the untouchables, belonging to the lowest-caste  
Hindu group or the people outside the caste  
system converted to Islam.

However, Islam also influenced other aspects  
of society like the way people were dressing; the 
women started to cover more their body and 
became more prudish. Men from wealthy Hindu 
caste dress code were also influenced by the 
Mohammedan dress. The Hindus also adopted the 
Muslim’s dishes like Biryani, Kabab, and Palan, 
etc. It also created an influence in music with 
new music instruments like The Tabla, which 
was produced by modification of Hindu musical 
instruments. New art and crafts were introduced 
in the country with for example the paper-making, 
metals, and jewels, etc. 

Thus, Islam impact left a lasting influence 
on various aspects of Indian culture. The 
cultural tradition went through a considerable 
transformation after coming in contact with 
Islamic heritage over several centuries in the realms 
of literature, art, social customs, etc. The effects of 
this cultural synthesis are no longer alien and have 
become an integral part of Indian culture.
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II.2 (c) British colonial area

Then during the modern period, folk traditions  
had broken down due to the British colonial area.  
At the end of the medieval period in India and Europe, 
powers like Portuguese, French, British were seeking 
ways to circumventive the Muslim’s controlled lands 
of Western area.  They decided to reopen the ancient 
Greek and Roman trade routes with the fabled rich 
land of India and started to open counters on Indian’s 
coasts. Around 1600, the British were interested 
in trading but they begin to seize large sections of 
land until 1757. They took advantage of the political 
instability at that moment to take more and more 
power.

It is important to understand that during that colonial 
period, India went through different stages. We have to 
keep in mind that until the invasion of India by several 
European nations, most notably the British, sex for 
pleasure was perfectly acceptable, if not encouraged 
especially in the marriage bed.

THE EAST INDIA COMPAGNY

Firstly, India has been first under the East India 
Company,  which was primarily interested in trade  
in cotton, silk, tea and opium. But with time it started 
to function as a military authority and  the British 
soldiers, traders made their fortunes.  The Indians 
starved due to the heavy Company taxation. It also  
had repercussions on  Indian population status 
because at that time they were barred from holding 
high office in their land, they were considered  
corrupt and untrustworthy by the British.

The Indian population was oppressed by the British 
and also distressed by the rapid cultural changes 
imposed as they were worried that Hindu and 
Muslim Indian would be Christianized. 

[18] Pali, is a Middle 
Indo-Aryan liturgical 
language native to the 
Indian subcontinent, 
and it was the sacred 
language of Theravāda
Buddhism.

[19] Tamil, is a South 
Indian language  
and it is a part of the 
Dravidian language.

[20] Mahayana,  
is a movement that 
arose within Indian  
Buddhism around  
the beginning of the 
Common Era and 
became by the 9th
century.

[21] Theravada, means 
«Doctrine of the 
Elders,» is the school 
of Buddhism, which 
scholars generally agree 
contains the earliest 
surviving
record of the Buddha’s 
teachings.
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The Accession of the Queen of India, 1858
Queen Victoria and a nameless woman 
wearing a lehenga choli.
© Punch Ltd
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BRITISH RAJ AREA

That critic period led to the Indian « Mutiny »  
in 1857. The Bengali Muslims went to Delhi to pledge 
their support to the Mughal emperor but after a year-
long struggle, the rebels surrendered on June 20, 1858.

Following this rebellion, the British government 
decided to abolish the Mughal Dynasty, which had 
ruled India for more than 300 years and to dissolve 
the East India Company, which means that the only 
intermediary role between the population and the 
British was deleted. That was the starting point of the 
British Raj area of direct rules with the inclusion of the 
Victorian rules. The liberal attitudes of Hinduism and 
the mindset of pluralism were discarded as «primitive, 
barbaric», citing as proof of the inferiority of the East. 

As an example, when the British arrived in the South, 
they were offended by the clothes South Indian 
worn. Indeed at that time due to the tropical climate 
people did not practically need to wear clothes, they 
only covered the upper part of the body. Men, during 
ancient times,  mostly dressed lower half and the upper 
body was ornamented with gold and precious stones 
jewelry.

The Victorian regime carefully confined sexuality 
and never allowed bodies to have a «display of 
themselves[22]». Victorian’s attitudes towards sex  
were strict, they saw masturbation as the cause of 
serious health issues and said that sex should be 
restricted to reproduction. Moreover enjoying sex  
in any way was shameful, especially for women.

That unfortunate way of thinking was imposed  
to Indian and it eroded their attitudes towards one  
of life’s few pleasures, as a result, Victorian ideals 
became the norm in India, and conservative  
sex values are still the norm today. 

[22] As explained in, 
Foucault, History of 
Sexuality and Indian, 
Patil Vishnu W.

[23] Brahmo Samaj, 
in Sanskrit « Society  
of Brahma ». 

[24] Prarthana Samaj, 
in Sanskrit « Prayer 
society »

[25] Karma, is causal 
effects of past deeds.

[26] Samsara, is the 
process of birth and 
rebirth.
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RENAISSANCE 

In the second part of the nineteenth-century when 
the impact of the Renaissance had caused changes 
in Europe and England it also became a source 
of change for India. For example, Indian scholars 
receiving education from the country were initially 
influenced by scientific ideas and felt a need 
for social and religious changes. Those changes 
resulted in abolition of practices like Sati and 
encouraged widow marriages.

At the same time, those changes have been
supported with reformation movements like  
the Brahmo Samaj[23] in Bengal and the Prarthana 
Samaj[24] in Bombay Presidency. They attempted  
to transform the civic life in India. 

The Brahmo Samaj is a theistic movement within 
Hinduism that does not accept the authority of  
the Vedas, has no faith in incarnations and does  
not insist on the belief in karma[25] or samsara[26]. 
The movement discarded Hindu rituals and 
adopted some Christian practices. Influenced by 
Islam and Christianity, it denounced polytheism, 
image worship, and the caste system. As regards 
the Prarthana Samaj, in purpose it is similar to 
Brahmo Samaj but it was not affiliated to. They 
were opposed to the caste system, they introduced 
the idea of widow remarriage but also encouraged 
education for female and abolition of child 
marriage.

This system brought a significant level of  
societal changes like advocacy for women’s rights, 
education and an amendment in consenting age 
and assent to widow remarriage. With those 
changes, it also brought an austere attitude
towards sex even within conforms of  
matrimony.

The British left a watermark of their cultural  
on the Indian mind. After the independence 
the changes  impacted on the cultural, social, 
psychological and political level.

The traditional equilibrium has been affected  
by different factors and modernization 
processes. This impact of modern social forces 
has disturbed the relationship between classical 
and folk traditions.  Another consequence of this 
modernization was the growth of a new middle 
class in the urban centers. 
  
As regards the middle class, they had a world  
view and outlook which was radically different 
from the folk tradition.  The bearers were mostly 
the one of  the Western cultural values, norms, 
ideas and institutions. Following this,  English 
became their dominant language. 

However, throughout history, the folk and  
tribal traditions have remained relatively 
unaffected by changes in political structures.  
In traditional India, the classical traditions had 
always accepted the importance as well as given 
space to the folk and the tribal cultures but the 
bearers of modern Western classical cultural 
tradition, on the other hand, have on occasions 
shown less tolerance towards the folk and the 
tribal traditions. And sometimes they branded 
the traditional culture as primitive, barbaric, and 
superstitious in comparison to modern culture. 
They try to modernize and westernize all the 
elements and streams of Indian culture.
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Therefore 
the processes
of 

have 
influenced 
various 
aspects  
of Indian 
culture 
today. 
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Those social changes have been 
incorporated into an emerging 
popular and classical culture. 
Today they are are considered  
as a part of the cultural roots  
of Indian culture.
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Indian has been influenced by
the puritanism of several groups
including Islamic dynasties, British 
overlords but also by the country’s 
Brahmin priestly caste.  

Indeed

can also opress sexuality 
and affects the pattern 

of sexual behavior.
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India is a multi-religious country with seven major 
religious groups. The Hindus constitute the majority 
of the Indian population, with 79.80 % . The second-
largest religious group is Muslims, with 14.23 %.  
Other religious groups are not numerically big but  
have a significant contribution to India. Like the 
Christians (2,30 %), the Sikhs (1,72 %), the Buddhists 
(0,70%), the Jains (0,37%)[27], and others as the Jews, 
the Zoroastrians or Parsis and Animism[28]. 

Religion is both a factor of unity and diversity in Indian 
society. It plays a highly integrative role but by the 
same token in a multireligious society, religion can 
become an issue and lead to conflicts. Traditionally, 
different religious groups have lived in India in a  
more or less peaceful coexistence.

When we talk about religion, there are two significant 
aspects, the spiritual and the temporal. The spiritual 
aspect of religion is quite similar in all religions; 
an emphasis is placed on the moral conduct and 
transcendence of the selfish ego. This aspect of  
religion is about personal devotion, but the temporal 
aspect of religion is always related to the group
identity and solidarity maintained by religious  
rituals and the community’s beliefs. 

In India, there has not been only a high degree of 
religious tolerance among the different religious 
communities, but some religious places have  
acquired a character and popularity that goes 
 beyond a single religious community.

II.3 Religion and sexuality

[27] Data from, 
Census Population 2011

[28] Animism, is the 
religious belief that 
objects, places, and 
creatures all possess 
a distinct spiritual 
essence.

Part 2: Sexuality through History; 
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In Indian culture, religion has a central place. Many 
books, as discussed above, like Vedas, Upanishads, 
Puranas, Mahabharata, Gita, Agama, Tripitaka, 
Quran, and Bible, affected the people. These books  
developed optimism, theism, sacrifice, penance, 
restraints, right conduct, truthfulness, compassion, 
authenticity, friendliness, forgiveness. Religion 
and religious scriptures have deeply ingrained 
themselves into the construct of sexuality and 
attitude toward sex in multicultural and diverse 
India.

The dominance of religion in society has a real 
social impact and drives the way people live.  
It has a very dominant influence in marriage, 
choice of marital partner but also influenced  
the attitudes towards pregnancy and premarital 
sex desired fertility.

In this part, we will try to understand the concept 
of sexuality through different religious groups.  
This analysis will allow us to have a more  
complete understanding of the current  
situation in the country.
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79.80% of the population
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II.3 (a) Hinduism

First, we will start to talk about Hinduism. In this 
religion, sex is divine and seen as the basis for creation 
and preservation. Sexual intercourse is not considered 
evil, sinful, or dirty. In their beliefs, the manifested 
universe itself is a product of the union between the
male and female parts of the Supreme Being, who is 
both male and female in one cosmic body.

Sexual intercourse is primary duty (dharma), then 
pleasure (kama), and finally liberation. Moreover, 
as kama means the fulfillment of sexual desire, this 
one is the chief of human life. Indeed through sexual 
intercourse, householders are expected to produce 
children and fulfill their obligations towards their 
families, ancestors, gods, society, the world and God 
himself. In the same way of thinking, the Tantra 
tradition of Hinduism affirms that it is impossible to 
separate the body and the mind from spirituality and 
to achieve liberation, they must work through them.

In the Hindu beliefs, a man may depart from this 
world but he continues to live through his son. That 
is why by bringing education to his child or helping 
him to settle in life, he ensures the continuity of his 
family and also the regularity of society. Nevertheless, 
Hinduism does not describe sexual desires as demonic 
only because gods and humans are all engage in it. Sex 
was perceived as what was driven people by different 
desires and purposes according to their nature.

However, in Ancient times, it seems that in practice, 
sexual intercourse’s essential purpose was procreation 
and continuation of the human race. Indeed this 
conception of sexuality was prominent and women 
often took the assistance of men outside their  
marriage for procreation. Helping people with  
the aim of procreation was a duty. Even Hindu sages  
who practiced celibacy were also householders with 
wives and children. This aspect can refer to Bharata[29]  

story’s. Ancient Indians had a different view of sex. 

[29] According to the 
Mahābhārata, Bharata, 
the progenitor of  
the Hindus, who was 
born due to a sexual 
union between sage 
Viswamitra and  
Menaka. 

Part 2: Sexuality through History; 
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[30] Shiva lingam, 
India’s most emblema-
tic Hindu representa-
tion which symbolize 
the form of the god 
Shiva the divinity wit-
hout form, the source  
of the universe, the 
infinite into which 
everything merges  
at the end of the time.

[31] Purusha, is the 
Universal Cosmic Male.

[32] Prakriti, is  
the Mother Nature.
With Purusha, they 
are the two different 
aspects of the manifest 
Brahman.

[33] As mentioned in, 
the article « Sex and 
Spirituality in the 
Upanishads » 
by Jayaram V.

[34] Rajneesh (born 
Chandra Mohan Jain) 
and later as Osho was 
an Indian godman and 
founder of the Rajneesh 
movement. 
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Indeed men married more women, even if we know 
from the Arthashastra, that being engaged in sex 
outside marriage was punishable.

Concerning the ancient representation, they also 
share that procreation dimension, but an esthetically 
depiction expresses that at that time representation  
of sexuality was more open than today. One example 
is the Siva lingam[30] , which symbolized the creation 
itself; it is a continuous sexual union between 
Purusha[31]and Prakriti[32].

In the ancients texts, like the Upanishads, it  
was suggested that the pleasure arising from the  
sexual union was a reflection of the blissful  
nature of the Supreme Self. This « blissful state » 
considered to be billions of times more blissful than 
what human experience during their sexual union. 
 In the Chandogya Upanishad and Brihadaranyaka 
Upanishad were found references of sexual intercourse 
as a sacrifice. Indeed, sexual organs were compared  
to certain parts of the sacrifice, and sexual intercourse 
itself compared to Vajapeya sacrifice, semen is the 
oblation poured into the fire in the female sexual 
organ. The result of this sacrifice is that a fetus  
arises as to the fruit of the sacrifice. Those verses  
also suggest that the purpose of the woman is to 
complete man and fill his one half. Indeed, in the 
beginning, Brahman was alone and desired to  
have a company, then he doubled his size and  
divided himself into a man and a woman.  
Hence, the body of a man is considered only  
one half; the wife fills the space that is left  
empty[33]. 

Old law books also recognized that the role of sex  
was important in regulating the world and people, 
 but those scriptures presided a strict code of conduct 
to ensure that it did not lead to disorder, immorality,  
and degradation of castes and families.



44

Part 2: Sexuality through History; 

Then, through History, with the Christian,  
 Islamic puritanism and Hinduism has changed the 
attitude of people towards sex. Due to the influence 
of other religions and lack of knowledge, many 
Hindus think and act like Christians or Muslims 
when it concern sex and prefer to keep it under 
wraps. A powerful example is that nowadays, 
Hindu seers and saints should strictly remain 
celibate like the Christian monks. It shows that 
now, they are ignoring that in Hinduism, sex is 
not a taboo for ascetics if their spiritual practice 
demands it or if they are requested to engage in it 
for procreation. 

This new way of development seems to have  
taken away the distinction of Hinduism from  
other religions as a religion that acknowledges  
the centrality of sex in the continuation of creation.
Furthermore, it seems that nowadays, Hindus  
seem unfamiliar with the belief associated  
with sex in Hinduism. One relevant and 
controversial example to illustrate our words  
is the open discussion of Acharya Rajneesh[34].  
He freely spoke against the puritanical attitude  
of Hindus towards sex and suggested to people  
to change their attitude and consider it as another 
act of survival just like sleeping. The population 
extremely criticized him and found his words 
offending against Hinduism culture. Nevertheless, 
many people were not aware that he was voicing 
the principle of the ancient tradition.

However, this concept of sexuality seems to  
have been omitted for a long time. Principally 
due to the subjugation of India, first by the 
Muslims and later the British. The current 
sexual norms followed by the Hindus have  
been majority influenced and transformed 
by the British rulers and the Christian values 
imported from the West.
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14.23% of the population
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II.3 (b) Islam

The Arab traders set in the 7th century in India  
and have left behind them a bit of culture, belief, and 
way of life. In the 12th century, Northern India was 
invaded by Mogul rulers, which marked the advent 
of spreading religious and cultural revolution. During 
this invasion period, the invader used the unyielding 
poverty to their advantage, and the fulfillment of 
necessities was far. It was an oppressive period with 
a lack of rights for the population. Despite this past, 
Islam is the 2nd most practiced religion in the country 
in India.

As in all religions, religious books describe attitude, 
behavior, way of life to follow. Concerning attitude, 
Islam defined a dress code for both men and women. 
Here, the way to dress is linked to the way to behave  
in society. Indeed, for a woman, the dress code is a way 
to protect her modesty and privacy, the face and hand 
were the only uncovered part of her body. In Quran, in 
the Surah, it says: 
 
«And tell the believing women to lower their gaze 
and guard their private parts and not to display their 
adornment except that which ordinarily appears 
thereof and to draw their headcovers over their chests
and not to display their adornment except to their.»

These rules on attitudes make references to the  
purdah system. Indeed women are relaxed in the 
presence of her husband, son, father, father-in-law, 
brother, brother’s son, sister’s son, other women,  
and small children. As regards the man’s dress code,  
his dress is expected to keep the portion between his 
navel and his knee covered.

However, a woman has been awarded the liberty 
to work beyond the confines of her home. As long  
as she does it with modesty. This practice does not 
transgress the bounds of purdah. Nevertheless,  
she must prioritize her role as a wife and daughter.  

[35] Surah,
was used at the time 
of Muhammad as a 
term with the meaning 
of a portion or a set of 
verses of the Quran.

Part 2: Sexuality through History; 



47

[36] Hadith, 
in Islam refers to the 
record of the words, 
actions, and the silent 
approval of the Islamic 
prophet Muhammad.

[37] An-Nisa,
«The women»,
the title derives 
from the numerous 
references to women 
throughout the chapter.

[38] Almighty,
is having complete 
power, in a name or 
title for God.

[39] Talaq, 
means «repudiation»  
or «divorce».
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Islam also defined rules regarding sexual intercourse 
within the marriage. Forbidden during fasting, 
menstruation, postpartum puerperal discharge, 
and religious pilgrimage, sexual intercourse is not 
permitted all the time. It is also forbidden to have 
a sexual relationship that occurred beyond the set 
confines of marriage; both people involved in such 
act are to be given 100 lashes.

Nevertheless, when we talk about Islam, a 
controversial topic seems to appear, the position  
of women in Islam. It looks that many prejudices 
towards the liberty of women are present, from an 
outsider point of view. However, women in Islam,  
from Islamic texts are given liberty in the confines 
set of Islamic rules. Like in the sharia law, which 
is a religious law forming part of Islamic tradition 
and derived from the religious precepts of Islam, 
particularly the Quran and the Hadith[36]. In Arabic, 
«sharia» refers to God’s immutable divine. But also  
in the Quran Surah An-Nisa[37], where it states that:

 « Men and women are created from a single soul. 
One person does not come before the other, one is not 
superior to the other, and one is not the derivative of 
the other. A woman is not created for a man ». 

Indeed they are both created for the mutual benefit. 
The manner of religious text application in modern 
times is subjective, and it is also a controversial subject 
between fundamentals and modernists Muslims. As 
we talk about controversial topics in Islam, another 
one which is the reason for tremendous debate, that 
is «the legalization of polygamy» it has raised many 
eyebrows in the world But in the Quran, it is states:

 «Do justice to them all, but you won’t be able  
to, so don’t fall for one totally while ignoring other 
wives.»
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Another controversy topic is the issue of 
contraception. Indeed it can be practiced  
when conception can be a risk to the health  
to the mother, but some believers trust that 
providing a child is the responsibility of the 
Almighty[38], and one must produce as many 
children as possible.

Concerning sensitive topic, In Islam, sodomy  
is strictly prohibited, the gravity of the situation 
lies on the fact that if a husband insists, the woman 
can demand a Talaq[39] on these grounds. Also if a 
husband creates hindrances to a woman following 
her religious duties or beliefs in Allah, she can ask 
for a divorce. Islam, also has a real conservative 
approach to sexual orientation and homosexuality, 
is strictly prohibited.
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2.30% of the population
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II.3 (c) Christianity

In the Old Testament, it depicted that wisdom refers  
to the basic design of the universe. It is built, created  
by God and founded on wisdom, where it is essential  
to lead a fruitful life. 

In Christianity, sex functions are perceived as an 
enhancer of strengthening a bond, instrumental 
in augmenting intimacy and which have positive 
effects on the couple. Betterment may involve mutual 
gratification, shared contentment, togetherness and 
strength that comes from mutual validation  and 
absolute faith. The relationship of this magnitude  
is said to fulfill ardent desires. It has been stated,  
from Genesis[40] that:

 « it is not good for the man to be alone ».

This demonstrated that the social nature of human 
with the desire for intimate relationships finds it basis 
in sex. It also remarked that the essence of humanity  
is in certain ways the interaction between genders.

Symbolically, in the Christian beliefs, sex is a
personification of mortal existence as « being in 
fellow-humanity ». Perceptions describing the sexual 
act as channeling the divine is also known. The sexual 
activity is regarded as religious by few «it is God’s 
invitation to reunion» or convergence of the body 
with it soul, and «in this reunion God is experienced, 
whether there is consciousness of the divine name  
or not.»

However, the Bible detests ontologies associated with 
sex, renouncing any fusion of divinity with Eros. But it 
does purport the marital bond of husband-wife and the 
newlywed spouses as a meaningful echo of the bond of 
God with his subjects and the Lord with his church.

[40] Genesis,
the first book of  
the Hebrew Bible  
and the Old Testament.

Part 2: Sexuality through History; 
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[41] As mentioned 
in, «Christianity’s 
Influence on Attitudes 
toward Homosexuality 
in the Roman Empire» 
by Jennie Jiang.

[42] Mesopotamian 
gods, in Sumerian 
religin, the most 
powerful and important 
deities in the pantheon.

[43] Anu, is the divine 
personification of  
the sky, supreme god, 
and ancestor of all  
the deities in ancient 
Mesopotamian religion.
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Nevertheless, the belief that Christian sexual practices 
should be for procreation only and not for pleasure is 
a current perspective. Indeed if we look on attitudes 
towards sexuality in the Roman Empire and they seem  
far from the actual beliefs.

First we have to understand the context, before 
Christianity in the Roman Empire, major civilizations 
had for many centuries adhered mostly to polytheistic 
religions (as in the cases of Sumer, ancient Greece, and 
Christian Rome), as well as one monotheistic religion 
(the Hebrews, although they had a smaller influence  
on the Christian RomanEmpire than Greece and 
the pre-Christian Roman Empire)[41]. At this period, 
when we look at the religion’s influence specifically 
on attitudes toward sexuality, the general trend 
is that ancient polytheistic civilizations had freer 
attitudes towards sexuality than ancient monotheistic 
civilizations.

From the point of view of polytheistic societies, a 
sexually charged universe created an environment 
in which no single act of sexuality was intrinsically 
forbidden, and where gender was often blurred.  
Like in Sumerian, Greek, and Roman mythology,  
where various types of sexual relationships; including
adultery, masturbation, and homosexuality occurred 
within the divine world. As the example of male 
Mesopotamian[42] god, Anu[43], who was often depicted 
with female parts. Also, the ancient polytheistic 
societies like the Greeks were accepting homosexuality.  
Those examples demonstrated, that polytheistic 
religions were generally allowed for open attitudes 
toward sexuality.

By contrast, in monotheistic societies,sexuality was 
largely removed from the divine world. like in ancient 
Hebrew culture, where the cosmos are completely 
desexualized. Furthermore, the one and only God, 
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Yahweh, never expressed any sort of sexuality. 
It seemed that this monotheistic religion did not 
agree to promote openness toward various types  
of sexual behavior 

Then, we arrived to the Pre-Christian Roman 
religion which was polytheistic and shaped
largely by Greek mythology, which features  
several gods who had sexual relationships  
with each other and with mortals. Furthermore, 
like other polytheistic religions, ancient Greek 
mythology featured a variety of sexual relationships 
and were blurring genders.

However, these open attitudes then have 
undergone slow but steady changes as Christianity 
emerged as the dominant religion in the Roman 
Empire. Christianity is strictly a monotheistic 
religion with a singular transcendent God. In 
contrast to the polytheistic, sexually charged 
universe of ancient Roman religion, the singular 
Christian God does not reproduce or have sexual 
relations.

This reminder of history allows us to understand 
how through it growth, Christianity, became less 
tolerant towards sexuality than it had been during 
earlier Empire.
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1.72% of the population
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II.3 (d) Sikhism

The Sikh religion is a monotheistic religion which 
originated in the 15th century from the Punjab 
region[44], based on the revelation of Guru Nanak[45]. 

The prevailing belief is the life of candor, which 
means the quality of being open and honest. It also 
maintained the doctrine of equality, teaching that all 
are created equal, discarding discrimination based on 
caste or gender, as against those prejudices that rife  
in the communities.

Guru Nanak has propagated the equal rights and 
advocated them for women with respect in equal 
proportion as men. He accorded much importance 
around women’s welfare during his life. Thanks  
to him, Sikhism promotes widow remarriage while 
denouncing reproachful rituals like the dowry-giving 
and the purdah systems.

However, as in the other religions discussed previously,
in the Sikh religion, any form of intimate relationship 
outside marriage,  dating or flirting, whether it is man 
and woman relationship or same-sex, is not acceptable 
under any circumstances. Indeed, every other man 
and woman must be considered as a mother or father, 
brother or sister, and son or daughter. Guru Granth 
Sahib[46] prohibits the Sikh from even gazing with 
another with the intention of romance, lust, or  
sexual affection.

Indeed, for Sikhs, sex is sacred and should be valued 
and protected. They believe that because the divine 
spark is within each human being, the body must 
remain clean and perfect, and besides, they place  
a high value on family life and having children. 
As a result, sex before and outside marriage is 
forbidden because sex is strictly for creating  
a family.

[44] Punjab region,  
is the Northern part  
of the Indian subconti-
nent, including Eastern 
part of Pakistan and 
Northern India.

[45] Guru Nanak, is the 
founder of Sikhism and 
the first of the ten Sikh 
Gurus.

[46] Guru Granth 
Sahib, is the central 
religious scripture of 
Sikhism.
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0.70 % of the population
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II.3.(e) Buddhism

Buddhism is a religion and philosophy developed 
from the doctrines of the Buddha, a teacher who lived 
in northern India between the mid-6th and mid-4th 
centuries BCE.

In his first discourse, he identified Tanha[47] as the  
cause of Dukkha [48]. Then, he identifies three objects  
of craving: the craving for existence, the craving for 
non-existence, and the craving for sense pleasures, 
Kama. Kama is one of five hindrances to the  
attainment  of Jhana. Commonly called meditation 
Jhana is the training of the mind , to withdraw it  
from the automatic responses to sense-impressions, 
and to lead it to a state of perfect equanimity and 
awareness. Concerning the five hindrances, in the 
Buddhist tradition, there are identified as mental 
factors that hinder progress in meditation and daily 
life.

It explained why Buddha often compares sexual 
pleasure to arrows or darts, and the meaning of the 
Kama Sutra is that sensual desire, like any habitual 
sense pleasure, brings suffering. Furthermore, to 
lay people, the Buddha advised that they should at 
least avoid sexual misconduct. Which means avoid 
misconduct.

Besides, from the Buddha’s full-time disciples, the 
ordained monks and nuns, strict celibacy, called 
«Brahmacarya» had always been required.

[47] Tanha,  
means «craving».

[48] Dukkha,
means «suffering».
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II.3 (e) Jainism

Jainism is a transtheistic[49] religion, Jains trace their 
spiritual ideas and history through a succession of 
twenty-four victorious saviors and teachers known  
as Tirthankaras. Their religious are called Agamas. 
Concerning the main religious premises of Jainism, 
they are Ahimsa; Anekantavada and Aparigraha[50].

Unlike Hinduism which consider marriage as a 
holy rite, the Jainism see it as a legal settlement. 
Moreover, matrimony is defended so that the progeny 
resulting from the marriage would follow the same 
religious path. The functionality remains to make 
sex permissible within matrimony, and even within 
matrimony, sex is restricted. The sexual relations 
between the married couple are propagational,  
which means that sex is permitted only during  
the fertile window.

It is restricted because it is considered that sexual 
passion is powerful, and it can modify thoughts and 
rights behavior. This is identified as bad karma. Thus, 
avoiding sexual passion and expenditure of vigor in 
the pursuit of sensual desires is a part of the vow. 
In some few Jain scholars write, they explained that 
this restriction would aid the population control.
This repression of sexuality involves a chaste living 
that believers support to abstain from premarital 
sex and refrain sexual thoughts. Following the 
same idea, a non-access to pornography or all other 
sexual stimulating material. It aims to maintain 
lucid thoughts, with no sexual desire because sexual 
deviations are unacceptable. 

Concerning the Orthodox Jainism, they are depicted 
by the Monks. They dedicate their existence to follow 
the Jain path of ethics, and they live austerely. Virtuous 
living is essential to Jainism, and in their beliefs, sexual 
indulgence is a barrier to the road to liberation. 

[49] Transtheisc, refers 
to a system of thought 
or religious philosophy 
which is neither theistic 
nor atheistic, but is 
beyond them.

[50] Ahimsa,
«non-violence»
Anekantavada, 
«many-sidedness» 
Aparigraha,
«non-attachment  
and asceticism».
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 0.006% % of the population



60

II.3 (a) Zoroastrian community

The Parsis and the Iranis composed the Zoroastrian 
community. They migrated to the Indian subcontinent 
during the Muslim conquest of Persia, CE 636-651, 
to avoid persecution[51]. 

In this community, a person is considered as Parsi 
when he is born and one of his parents is Parsi. For 
example, Parsi fathers and non-Parsi mothers there 
will be a slackening of the rule. However, if it is a Parsi  
mother and a non- father, the child will be denied his 
Parsi status.  To counter that it exists the 1945 Special 
Marriages Act provides to a person marrying a non-
Parsi to maintain their faith.

In this Zoroastrian community, it is held that Gold 
said to the seer Zarathustra, that matrimony is not 
a righteous path but also a duty. When this one is 
fulfilled, it is considered as a cause for celebration.

Concerning sexual orientation is a controversial topic 
in the community, and alternative sexual orientation 
 is perceived to be sinful.

[51] Due to persecu-
tion of Zoroastrians in 
other countries and the 
liberal atmosphere and 
patronisation of India, 
today the largest popu-
lation of Zoroastrians 
resides in India
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Now that we have seen the evolution of sexuality 
through a historical and religious point of view,  
and understood why sexually became repressed 
nowadays. We will, in this chapter, study the position 
of the women through the Age. This specific analysis  
is essential to have a complete understanding of 
the current situation. We will illustrate our study 
with examples of their representation in literature, 
paintings[52], etc. An artistic input is relevant because 
art was used to revisit the role of women in society 
and because art always has related the socio-cultural 
tendencies.

II.4 (a) Primitive life

From our contemporary point of view, it seems for 
us that primitive people were barbaric, women were 
subordinated to men. However, this can be explained 
from the biological aspect, since in primitive life, 
muscle was an indispensable element for success,  
men had more influence in it than women. The 
superiority came from physical power, body vigor,  
and muscular strength, which means that that 
superiority was naturally established. Following  
that, the man was permanently superior.

During the prehistoric period, paintings were made 
on walls caves; this action was considered as the first 
step of humans towards development. In these cave 
paintings, the dominating theme was hunting and 
daily-life depiction. As regards sexual identities or
gender significance, it is a challenging aspect for 
the specialist because human representation were 
geometrical shapes. 

II.4 Position of women 
through the Age

[52] Analyse from, 
From Caves to 
Miniatures: Portrayal  
of Woman in Early 
Indian Paintings, 
S. Mukherjee and 
. T. Mukherjee
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Seated Woman of Bhimbetka, reproduction of Yashodhar 
Mathpal, with brush on paper, 1984. An example of human 
representation with geometrical shape.
© Mathpal

Venues of Bhimbetka,
reproduction of Yashodhar Mathpal,
with brush on paper, 1984.
© Mathpal
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[53] Prajapati, is in 
Sanskrit « The Lord  
zof Creatures », the 
great creator deity of 
the Vedic period of 
Ancient India. 

[54] As mentioned in, 
the article «Sex and 
Spirituality In the 
Upanishads» 
by Jayaram V.

[55] Samhitas, 
a combination of 
text or verses.
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The wall paintings depicted and highly celebrated  
the power of procreation and reproduction. According 
the same importance to the topic, Mathu stated, 
«In such society, female sexuality was not a threat  
and did not have to be managed; on the contrary, since 
the very survival of the community depended upon  
it, female reproductive power was highly valued.»
Going through shreds of evidence, fertility and mother 
goddess cult started during the Prehistorical period  
and developed during the Indus Valley civilization.

II.4 (b) Ancient time

During Ancient times, at first it seems like women 
had a comfortable position in society. Indeed women 
enjoyed freedom and participated in public life. It 
shows a sense of justice during that period, but it also 
demonstrates their implication in the community. 
Also, the laws concerning marriage were different,  
and co-operation between the partners was essential 
for the happiness and the success of the family. In that 
way, women had freedom to choose their partner in 
life. Furthermore, they managed their household as the 
recognition of their power and their proprietary rights.

However, the position and status of women did not 
remained constant and showed a gradual deterioration 
throughout that period. But during the Ancient Times 
it seems that they tried to establish equality bewteen 
men and women.

II.4 (c) Vedic Age

A more significant evolution has been observed  
in their status and position during the Vedic age 
(c. 1500 to c.500 BCE), especially in the Hindu society.
At that time, women held a position of honor because 
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their participation in field activities like agriculture, 
manufacture of cloth, bows, arrows, and other 
war materials, etc, was found necessary for the 
production process. The participation of women in 
productive activities was the root of their freedom, 
it permitted them to access a better status in the
Vedic age. In this way, some women were treated 
with grace and consideration.

They were called «dampati» which means husband 
and wife. In general, this term denoted « the 
master of the house,» but it was more often house 
to designated «the master and the mistress.» This 
appellation depicts the high status of women, and 
it is also indicative of the society, where same-sex 
relation were based on reciprocity and autonomy. 
In Literature, the significant position of the women 
at that time was also depicted. Some Upanishads 
verses illustrate that the women in Vedic society 
had sexual freedom and often lived alone with 
their children and without a husband. It also 
demonstrates that they might have faced some 
social disabilities, but they were not condemned  
by society,and their children had access to higher 
education.

«This body is but one half of oneself, like one of  
the two shells of a split pea. Therefore, this space  
is filled by the wife. He became united with her. 
From that, human beings were born. » 

The verse above suggested that Prajapati[53] created  
a woman as a companion. The story tells that  
he felt no joy at all because a lonely person does 
 not experience joy, so that is why he desired to 
have a companion. He became as big as a man and 
woman in close embrace. He divided himself (his 
body) into two. From that manifested a husband 
and a wife[54]. Other texts from the later Samhitas[55] 

showed that women were in a satisfactory position.  
It demonstrated that a woman was considered  
as an equal partner to man in the responsibilities 
and duties at home. She was also an essential  
part of the path of religion, her presence and co-
operation were necessary for religious rites and 
ceremonies.

Through mural paintings, the position of 
women was also demonstrated, like in Ajanta 
caves (2nd B.C. to 7th C.E.) and Buddhist caves, 
where paintings in narrative form represented 
womanhood. Women are represented in the 
form of graceful female icons as queen, dancers, 
mistresses, and other secondary forms. These 
forms are opulently enriched with eye-soothing 
postures and noble gestures of a woman.
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Mayadevi, the mother of Lord Buddha,
Mural paintings, cave no. 02, made around 2nd century.
© Kamat
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A scene from the story of Chaddanta Jataka,
Mural paintings, cave no. 10, made in 2nd century.
© Wondermondo
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II.4 (d) Post-Vedic Age

Even if the women’s position seems significant 
during the Vedic Age, a slow decline and 
degeneration of their importance at home  
and in the society appeared during the Post Vedic
age (1000 BC to 600 BCE).

The deterioration began from 300 B.C onwards, 
with the drop in the age of marriage from 19 to 16 
and also due to practice like Sati system, already 
discussed previously. Alternatively, practice like 
Nigoya, which is an ancient Hindu tradition, in 
which a woman whose husband is either incapable 
of fatherhood or has died without having a child 
would request and appoint a man to help her  
bear a child. This tradition also constituted the 
deterioration of women’s position because  
it assimilated women to the act of procreation.

Moreover, at the same time, their right to  
study came to be denied. Of course, it had  
some exceptions like in wealthy families, where 
education was still an opportunity for women. 
However, since higher education was not 
permissible for women to counterbalance,  
they were given training in fine arts like music, 
dancing, and painting from a young age. 

This learning was recognized as a feminine 
accomplishment and is a trigger in gender 
norms in the society. Specific activities were 
based on women’s physical abilities rather  
than mental abilities , it was the starting point  
of gender imbalance.

II.4 (e) Pre-independence period

From Medieval India, to the Pre-independence
period (6th to 16th century), women’s position 
deteriorated, and became worse at the beginning of 
the Pre-independence period 
(1900 to 1947).

One cause which can explain this degeneration  
is the female seclusion which happened at that 
time. 
It was called «the purdah system» and was 
inaugurated by the Muslims first and later adopted 
by Hindus. It consisted of the seclusion of women 
from public observation using concealed clothing
(including the veil) and  high-walled enclosures, 
screens, and curtains within the home. As 
discussed above, the Muslim domination  
of northern India has influenced the practice  
of Hinduism, therefore purdah became usual 
among the Hindu upper classes of northern India.

Then, during the British raj in India, purdah 
observance was strictly adhered to and 
widespread among the highly conscious 
Muslim minority. Since then, purdah has 
mostly disappeared in Hindu practice but not 
homogeneously.  Indeed it seems that this
 practice is still followed daily, particulary 
in Rajasthan, North India. 
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II.4 (f) From the Independence period 
to nowadays 
 
From 1950, with the introduction of the  
democratic Constitution of India, special  
actions played an important role by increasing  
the status of the women. 

This Constitution,  has granted equal social  
and political rights to the women. Here some 
examples of the Constitution:

 

I. Article 14:
Guarantees that the State shall not deny 
equality before the law and equal protection  
of the laws.

 II. Article 15: 
Prohibits discrimination against any citizen  
on the ground of sex; empowers the State  
to make positive discrimination in favor  
of women and child.

III. Article 16: 
Provides for equality of opportunity in the 
matter of public employment.

IV. Article 39: 
The State to direct its policy towards securing 
for men and women equally the right to an 
adequate means of livelihood; and equal pay  
for equal work for both men and women.

V. Article 42: 
The State to make provision for securing 
just and humane conditions of work and for 
maternity relief; to promote harmony and the 
spirit of common brotherhood amongst all 
the people of India and to renounce practices 
derogatory to the dignity of women.

VI. Article 51: 
Not less than one-third (including the number 
of seats reserved for women belonging to the 
Scheduled Castes and the Scheduled Tribes)  
of the total number of seats to be filled by direct 
election in every Panchayat to be reserved for 
women and such seats to be allotted by rotation 
to different constituencies in a Panchayat.
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Those examples demonstrate the effort of the 
Government to ensure equal rights, counter social 
discrimination, and protect women from various 
forms of violence, atrocities and provide them 
support services, especially for those working.

The Government also noticed that women might be 
the victims of crimes such as murder, robbery and 
cheating which has been specifically recognized 
as crimes against women.  According to women’s 
needs,  the Government added new laws in the 
Constitution. Those acts denounce crimes like rape, 
kidnapping, homicide  fordowry, dowry deaths, 
sexual harassment, etc. 

Here some examples of laws acted by the Indian 
Government to protect the women:

The Maternity Benefit Act, 1961:
Aims to protects the employment of women 
during the time of her maternity and entitles 
her of a «maternity benefit» with full paid 
absence fromwork to take care of her child.

Dowry Prohibition Act, 1961:
Aims to prevent the giving or to receive a 
dowry. Under the Dowry Prohibition Act, dowry 
includes property, goods, or money given by 
either party to the marriage.

Medical Termination of Pregnancy Act, 1971: 
Aims to provide for the termination of certain 
pregnancies by registered Medical Practitioners 
and for matters connected therewith or 
incidental thereto.

The Equal Remuneration Act, 1976:  
Aims to provide for the payment of equal 
remuneration to men and women workers  
and for the prevention of discrimination,  
on the ground of sex, against women in 
the matter of employment and for matters 
connected therewith or incidental thereto.

Commission of Sati Act,1987: 
Aims to provide for the more effective
prevention of the commission of sati and  
its glorification and for matters connected
therewith or incidental thereto.

Protection of women under the domestic 
violence Act, 2005: 
Aims to provide more effective protection of 
the rights of women guaranteed under the 
Constitution to women victims of violence.
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Beyond the creation of these laws, other initiatives 
have been taken in the last century, like the 
National Commission for Women In January 
1992 which was initiated  to study and monitor 
all matters related to the constitutional and legal 
safeguards provided for women. But also to review 
the existing legislation to suggest amendments 
wherever necessary.

From those initiatives, changes have been 
implemented for women in politic and also  
on the social aspect, as can show the new 
amendment stated below:

The reservation of women in Local Self 
Government:
The 72nd and 73rd constitutional amendment 
Act passed in 1992 by Parliament and ensure 
that one-third of the total seats for women in 
all elected offices in all Rural and Urban Local 
Bodies.

The Creation of the National Plan of Action 
for the Girl Child:
The Action Plan, 1991-2000, ensure the survival,  
protection, and development of Girl Child with 
the ultimate objection of building up a letter 
future for the girl child.

National Policy for Empowerment of Women:
Developped in 2001 by the Department of 
Women and Child Development in the Ministry 
of Human Resources Development. This 
policy aimed to bring about the advancement, 
development, and empowerment of women.
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During that last year, we observed an emergence  
of women’s organizations, which are creating  
a sense of consciousness and awareness around 
topics like gender equality, rape, dowry deaths, 
humiliations, domestic violence. It aims to shed 
light on atrocities against women that became 
common nowadays in our society . 

THE « ME TOO » MOVEMENT

A significant example that resonated around  
the world is the Me Too movement. The phrase 
«Me too» was initially used in the context of 
social media in 2006, on Myspace, by the sexual 
harassment survivor and activist Tarana burke. 
 
Furthermore, a movement was founded to help 
survivors of sexual violence, particularly Black 
women and girls, and other young women of 
color from low-wealth communities, to find a 
pathways to healing. Ten years later in 2017, with 
the Weinstein affair, the actress Alyssa Milano 
relaunched the hashtag #Metoo. The slogan 
freeing the voice of victims of sexual assault and 
harassment quickly took on a viral dimension on 
social networks. Women from around the world 
identified themselves with that hashtag.

Then, several countries started to assimilate the 
movement, and different versions emerged like the 
french version #balancetonporc calls for a break 
of the silence culture,  reports testimonies ranging 
from daily sexism and street harassment to sexual 
assaults. The «Me Too» movement also impacted 
India, in late 2018 and seems to be still in effect 
until today. It mainly hits in parts of Indian society, 
including government, media, and the Bollywood 
film Industry. «Me Too» began gaining prominence 
with the increasing popularity of the international 

movement, and later gathered sharp momentum in 
October 2018 from the entertainment industry of 
Bollywood when actress Tanushree Dutta accused 
Nana Patekar of sexual harassment. This accusation 
led to many women in the news, Indian film 
industry, and even within the government to speak 
out and bring allegations of sexual harassment 
against several perpetrators.

It seems that the «Me Too» movement makes 
women stand up and break their silence,  
and this is necessary for a society where  
the women group constitutes half of the 
population Moreover, considering that  
their contribution to the country’s 
economy is essential.
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#Me Too Protestation in India

1.    © Chandan Khanna 
2.   © Paromita Pain 
3.   © Paromita Pain
4.   © 2018 Reuters
5.   © Rafiq Maqbool
6.   © Chandan Khanna



73

Part 2: Sexuality through History; 

AND TODAY?

Despite all these efforts, inequalities between 
women and men are still observed even after laws 
being implemented. Indeed the number of women  
in parliament is just around 8 percent which is
highly minimal. Even if the government of 
India has been implementing many initiatives 
and programs for the welfare, well-being, and 
empowerment of women in fields like poverty,  
skill upgradation, development, sustainable 
income generation, education, health services, 
awareness generation, legal literacy, and support 
services. It seems that the implementation of  
those initiatives is not satisfactory and yet has  
not achieved it purpose.

The recent Gang Rape in Delhi, after the one in 
Mumbai, did a lot of noise and has been heard 
in the news everyday. These atrocities have 
highlighted the failure in the system and 
demonstrated that there is no preventative 
measure present in society. 

It also showed that the legal provisions existing 
in the current society are not enough to control 
the crimes against women. But also not enough 
to provide them safety and security. The 
women’s position in modern Indian society 
seemscontroversial and unequal from the strata  
of the population, the state, etc.  In general,  
it  shows that their status is not progressive  
and still torn between traditional and modern.

This non-progression is supported by the 
development ranks, where India is 103rd out of 
137 countries on the gender-related development 
ranking. 

Regarding gender empowerment India’s rank 
is 93rd out of 174 countries. Those numbers 
demonstrated that the Indian society does not fully 
understand that men and women have different 
qualities. They are complementary to each other 
and their relationship should not be one of superior 
and subordinate.
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It is needed to understand that 
women have equal participation 
with men in human development; 
she is half of the human race. 

Nevertheless, in the current 
society, it seems that women lack 
in society, and the constitutional 
provisions of the Government 
are not sufficient to get their 
respective position in the society. 

A change in the way of thinking 
and mindset is required from  
men as well as from women.  
In this modern world, technology 
developed, globalization,
commercialism, modernization  
is happening, but the status  
and position of women are 
rather deteriorated.
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In this, we followed  
the evolution of sexuality 
through the years.From the 
time of Rig Veda to the age of 
Kamasutra, where sexuality  
was not recognized as «wrong». 
From the courts of Mughal 
emperors, where sexuality 
was expressed, mainly in art 
and accessible for a wealthy 
population. To the colonial 
period, where sexuality was 
oppressed. Not forgetting, the 
role of the religious that has 
shaped the attitudes towards 
sexuality.

History influenced the relation 

conclusion
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that Indians have built towards 
sexuality, but it is necessary 
to understand that a society’s 
beliefs take generations to 
change. However, today, newer
viewpoints and modernism, 

 help

And a 

outlook over
sexuality is coming.

disappear
the older views to

conclusion
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Sexuality at the 
community-family level

Part 1: Sexual Education and Adolescents; 
Part 2: Sexuality through History; 
Part 3: Sexuality at the community-family level; 
Part 4: Barriers at the Individual level;
Part 5: Why sexual education is needed in India?
Part 6: Conclusion
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III.1 Caste system

[56] Manusmriti, is 
traditionally the most 
authoritative of the 
Hindu books code of 
India.

Part 3: Sexuality at the community-family level

To understand how this culture of silence has 
been assigned as far as the expression of sexuality 
is concerned, we have to details the socio-cultural 
context. As detailed in Chapter II, we know that 
the taboo’s origin can be explained through the 
repercussions of colonial rule and from the religion.

However, the socio-cultural aspect is also essential  
to understand the patterns of thought and behavior, 
which include the understanding of values, beliefs, 
rules of conduct, patterns of social, political,  
and economical aspects.

First, we have to define the culture which is passed 
from generation to generation by formal or informal 
processes. Besides, culture consists of how we think 
and act as members of the society. Culture is essential 
because it is based on the prosperity of its past and 
present.

As we discuss culture, it is necessary to start our 
study with the keystone of society, its structure. 
A characteristic of the Indian culture is the social 
stratification; this system is one of the oldest forms 
in the world . It divided Hindu into hierarchical groups 
based on their karma (work) and dharma (duty). The 
Hindu law dated it back to at least 1,000 years before 
Christ. As stated in the Manusmriti[56], its aimed to:  

«Acknowledges and justifies the caste system as the 
basis of order and regularity of society.»
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III.2 Concept of family

Now that we have clarified the society’s 
structure, we will further and deepen our study 
to the community-level with one of its essential 
constituents, the concept of family.

III.2(a) Joint family

Indeed, the family is the center point and one of 
the pillars of the Indian society. The traditional 
Indian family is a large kinship group called a 
joint family, which includes 3 or 4 generations, 
all living together in the same household. This 
concept of family is following the patriarchal and 
patrilineal schema where the father or the oldest 
male member is at the head of the house. He is also 
the administrator of the property. However, it exists 
exceptions in some states, as in Kerala, Nagaland, 
or Meghalaya, where families are matrilineal in 
which the headship descends from the female.

Moreover, the joint family is about members 
related to lineally, but it can also consist of
collateral members. A father-son relationship  
or occasionally in a father-daughter relationship 
is an example of a linear relationship, unlike a 
brother-sister relationship, which is collateral. 
Those types refer to the patrilineal joint family 
composition.  
 
Unlike in the matrilineal systems, where the  
family is usually composed of a woman, with her 
mother and unmarried daughters. And whereas 
a masculine figure, the mother’s brother is an 
important member of the family and he is at the 
head of the matrilineal joint family affairs. As an 
example, in Kerala, a husband used to be a frequent 

visitor to the wife’s household but he lived in 
his mother’s household. Even if it is patrilineal 
or matrilineal families, the nature of the family 
remains the same, and it considers as the primary 
unit of the society. In this idea, customs has been 
created to reinforce this concept of family and unity, 
in particular in Hinduism. As with the «Shraddha» 
tradition, where the members of the family are 
bound together with the rite of commemorating 
ancestors. It aims to add social security to the 
members of the family.

In India, the traditional family follows two schools 
of sacred law and customs about succession, which 
are «Mitakshara » and «Dayabhaga» they are both 
centered on inheritance processes. The difference 
between them is, according to the «Dayabhaga» 
the ownership of the son can arise only after the 
death of the father because there is no right by 
birth. In this custom, the father has unlimited 
power of alienation over the family property. 

At the difference, under the «Mitakshara» the 
father’s power is qualified by the son’s equal  
right by birth. Generally, in India, people are 
following the rules of «Mitakshara» but in  
Bengal and Assam, most of the families are  
under the «Dayabhaga » law.

However, it was mentioned in the Constitution, 
during the post-independence that each religious 
community would be governed by their religious 
laws in matters of marriage, divorce, inheritance, 
succession adoption, guardianship, custody  
of children, and maintenance.  

Part 3: Sexuality at the community-family level
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Thus, the Hindu, Buddhist, Sikh, and Jain
communities are governed by the codified Hindu 
Acts of 1955-56, while the Muslim and Christian 
and Parsi families have their own set of personal 
laws based on religion.

It seems that this concept of the joint family 
remains the ideal, even if at the level of marriage, 
there is a lot of plurality in India. But this norm 
of the joint family seems to be shared by almost 
every Indian. It can also be explained by the many 
advantages of this family composition,  
like economy, wealth and protection,etc.  
 
Even if not all the people may not live in a joint  
family it seems to be one of the features of the 
Indian culture. Despite this norm, Indians still 
differentiate individual identity and family identity.  

III.2(b) Nuclear family

Even if the individualism system developed in the 
Western part, seems far from the concept of family 
in India, some changes have been observed towards 
this traditional concept.Indeed the joint family, in a 
recent past, has been through various changes, and 
new schema of  the family appeared as the 
«nuclear family.» It consists of a family composed  
of a wife and husband with children living in 
modern towns. This changing Indian family with 
household fragmentation is a trend that has been 
observed since the 2000s, and it can be explained 
with the following factors. 

Firstly, due to economic modernization like 
the introduction of cash transactions, the 
diversification for employment and technological 
improvement. The economical aspect is also the 
root of another factor which is the urbanization. 
Indeed those new opportunities have impacted the 
way people live and the opening of employment 
have made people leave their traditional 
occupation and move to cities where better jobs 
are available. This new way of leaving also lead to 
higher opportunities in term of education. Another 
factor is the changing gender equations. The effort 
of the Government,  with the Constitution to 
balance and promote equality between the sexes, 
has permitted women to engage in different kinds 
of occupations. 

The traditional joint families had little space for 
women’s autonomy, but with those changes, it 
expands the horizon of women in different fields.
The disintegration of the joint family system and 
the emergence of nuclear family illustrate well the 
change of mentalities that a part of the population 
is going through, but it also a significant step 
towards gender equality.

Part 3: Sexuality at the community-family level
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III.2.(c) From childhood to adulthood

When we discussed family, there are others  
notions related to it, as the place of the child,  
and his evolution from childhood to adulthood.

In India, the parenting culture is very different 
from the West; the kids are spoilted with choices 
and pampered, whatever if families are wealthy or 
not. Until 6 to 7 years old, the children are treated 
with excessive indulgence, kindness, and care. They 
are pampered like the «queen/king » of the house. 
Also, families rarely let their 18-year-olds free.

In mythology, pampered childhood echoes to 
Krishna’s story. He is a primary deity in Hinduism 
and one of the avatars of Vishnu; he is also the 
talked-of character in Indian mythology. Indeed 
he is considered as « the supreme God » in his own 
right. He is the god of tenderness, compassion,  
and love in Hinduism. 

Krishna’s childhood illustrates the Hindu concept 
of Lila. It consists of playing for fun and enjoyment 
and not for sport or gain. Krishna was fond of this 
concept and was often described as a cow herder 
or a mischievous boy who used to prank people. 
This practice gave him the nickname of Makhan 
Chor, which means butter thief. The Lila concept 
is a recurrent theme in the legends of Krishna’s 
childhood and youth. Many examples illustrate 
him playing as when he was battling with a 
serpent to protect others; Hindu texts described 
him as playing a game. Henceforth, this quality 
of playfulness is associated with Khrishna’s 
childhood and behavior. And even, celebrated 
during the festival of Rasa-Lila and Janmashtami.

However, there is some limitation in pampering 
too much a child. Being supportive as a parent 
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is essential, but it is also crucial for the son or 
the daughter to understand what it is to make 
decisions and find ways to balance things. Even  
if it is difficult for the parents, it is necessary to  
let the children grow. Besides, it will allow them to 
increase his mental and emotional strength. In the 
way that they need to be aware of that whatever 
they do or not say, they are not going to have any 
adult supervision. It is also important to let them 
understand the value of money and to have a sense 
of responsibility. Nevertheless, the most necessary 
aspect is to make children become a decision-
maker and learn to make choices for their good.  
 
Nowadays those notions are far from the reality of 
how childhood happens in India, but they seem to 
be the ideal to reach to make the youth responsible.
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Krishna’s Love for Butter,
As Krishna grew older his pranks increased. Tales of his love 
for milk and butter had spread in every household. 
© Bhagavatam-katha
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Story of Kaliya the snake,
Krishna overcomes Kaliya the dreaded, multi-hooded  
snake in the River Yamuna and begins to dance on  
its several hoods.
© Sagar World
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Then, when the child grows and enters the 
puberty stage his place in the family evolves. 
At this time daughters and sons are prepared for their 
future domestics roles as mothers or fathers. It follows 
the gender roles already established by society, based 
on cultural stereotypes. Besides, it creates expectations 
for appropriate behavior for females and males. From 
the age of 4, these gender norms can appear evident for 
children. These gender norms impact children’s social 
development and will influence how they will interact 
and socialize with their peers and others related.

The media, the family and the society influence 
all these stereotypes. They have generated a set of 
gender-specific social and behavior norms embedded 
in family structure. The gender roles that the child will 
face during his growth play a large part in shaping an 
individual’s self concept. But also influence the way an 
individual will form relationships later on his life.

Concerning adulthood in India, the majority is  
reached at 18 years old. However, the concept of 
majority varies from the social context, environment, 
community, family, ect.  
 
For example, it can be defined that adulthood begins 
at 15, if we take into consideration that 23 million of 
the children age in the age group of 15-18 years old are 
working and that nearly 83% of them have dropped 
out of school[57. ]

Alternatively, 18 years old can be considered too 
early with a maturity stage not reach, which can be 
a consequence of pampered childhood. Besides, the 
young adult does not have all the time, the ability  
to make a decision and have mobility, et.

[57] Data from 
the Ngo, the Child 
Rights and You (CRY) 
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By considering this, it does 
not  seem easy to etablish a real 
definition of childhood and to  
define an exact age, applicable  
to all the Indian population.
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III.3 Tradition of marriage 

Part 3: Sexuality at the community-family level

However, there is one characteristic that seems to 
define adulthood in India and that is the marriage.
Indeed it is one of the most fundamental and ancient 
social institutions inherited from ancient times 
to maintain order and discipline in the human society.  
The form of it, its nature and process evolve from 
society to society but this institution has several 
universally commons elements and functions.

In its essence, it is about who will marry whom, how 
the marriage union will be established, under what 
conditions, and when marriage will take place.[58] 

Also, what will be the rights and duties of the person 
entering the union and finally how the union  
will be dissolved.

The institution of marriage is socially recognized but 
also normatively prescribed to relationships to define 
and establish sexual, economical and other rights, 
duties which each owes to the other. It also gives social 
and legal recognition to women and men as wives and 
husbands in their relationship. Another important 
aspect of it is about the children; if they are born out 
of a marital relationship, they will be recognized as 
legitimate children in society.

III.3.(a) Child marriage

Even if during Ancient times, polygamy was allowed 
and had been practiced mainly  by rulers to preserve 
the dynasty succession,  today it has disappeared, 
and the norm is a monogamous marriage that follows 
the rule of adult marriage. Legally marriage takes 
place between those who have passed the puberty 
stage. The society also expects that the husband is 

[58] As mentionned  
in, Indian religious 
concepts on sexuality 
and marriage,
P. T. Mahajan, 
P. Pimple, D. Palsetia, 
N. Dave and  
A. De Sousa.
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in a position to earn a living, and his wife able to 
run the house. Though the issue of child marriage  
minimized with time, it still exists on a large scale 
in the remote areas. Child marriage is a violation 
of child rights and harms physical growth, health, 
mental, emotional development, and education 
opportunities. It had significantly decreased from 
47% in 2006 to 27% in 2016, according to UNICEF, 
India still has the highest absolute number of child 
brides in the world with 15,509,000. Where 27% of 
girls in India are married before their 18th birthday, 
and 7% are married before the age of 15. 

Firstly, child marriage is driven by gender 
inequality and due to the belief that girls are 
somehow inferior to boys. Nevertheless, in India, 
this practice is also driven by many other causes 
like poverty; child marriage is more common 
among poorer households. Indeed there is an 
economic aspect that maintains child  
marriage in society, many families marrying  
off their daughters to reduce their perceived 
economic burden. Furthermore, girls are often 
married off at a younger age because less dowry  
is expected for younger brides.

Another factor is the betrothal, where some girls 
are promised in marriage before they are born to 
secure their puberty, when they reach that stage, 
the ceremonies take place. The level of education is 
also a determinant aspect, many families consider 
girls to be «parayan dhan». This term is used for 
girl-children in India, where traditionally a girl-
child is seen as a liability because her parents must 
train her from childhood to live with and serve her 
spouse’s family. She is someone else’s wealth. 

All those practices lead to the vision that a  
girl’s productive capacities benefit her marital 
family, and it reinforces the idea that educating 
daughters is less a priority than education of sons 
who are responsible for taking care of biological 
parents  in old-age. This is also linked to gender 
norms, where a lower value is accorded to the 
daughters. Those traditional customs are based  
on religion, which seems to be a significant barrier 
in ending child marriage in India. Nevertheless,  
due to the social pressure to marry at puberty 
within certain castes.

Many barriers have to be push to eliminate 
child marriage in India. Indeed poverty, weak 
enforcement of laws, patriarchal social norms  
are the summarize of the current situation.  
The family honor is also a significant factor that 
increases the factor for a girl to being married  
early. However, one of the main contributions  
is economical, with girls forced to marry when  
they are a child.

Child marriage affects society as a whole, 
considering that it is also reinforcing the cycle  
of poverty and perpetuates gender discrimination, 
illiteracy, malnutrition as well as high infant and 
maternal mortality rates. 

Although child marriage is declining, the rate 
of decline is slow, but the Indian Government 
committed to eliminate child early and forced
marriage by 2030 in line with «the Sustainable 
Development Goals».
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[59]  Prakasa, is a 
concept of Kashmir 
Shaivim translated  
by various authors  
as «light», «splendor», 
«light of conscious-
ness », « luminous 
and undifferentiated 
consciousness».

III.3.(b) Arranged marriage

Now that we have put the light on the controversial 
topic of child marriage, we will continue our analysis  
by studying the diverse concept of marriage in the 
country. Indeed we can consider different types of 
marriage.

Firstly, the parent-made or arranged marriage which 
are called « regular marriage.» It is a tradition that 
has been part of the Indian culture since the fourth 
century, and still existent nowadays, the majority of 
the couple are formatted in following this schema. 
Even if in the Indian mass media, the Bollywood or the 
folklore romantic love marriage are highly celebrated. 
Indeed many people consider arranged-marriage as 
the pillar of Indian society, which reinforces the social, 
economical, geographical, and historical significance  
of India.

The practice of arranged marriages began first 
with the idea of unify and maintain the upper caste 
families. “Marriage is treated as an alliance between 
two families rather than a union between two 
individuals”[59] (Prakasa 15). Then the system spread 
to the lower caste where it was used for the same 
purpose. Arranged marriages patterned on the Caste 
System. In this way, the family expresses criteria 
for an excellent match to the matchmaker, which is 
usually influenced by family’s considerations but also 
sometimes includes the personal preferences of the 
son or the daughter. The traditional arranged marriage 
matchmaker is called a «nayan».

In an arranged marriage, people do not know their 
partner, and they will take their time to discover 
their partner better. With this system, there are low 
expectations, and both of the partners observe things 
and make adjustments to make the marriage work. 
Here it is impossible to complain that the person 
was different at the period where they dated and has 
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changed after marriage. Also, often, people opt for 
arranged marriage because the family is in charge 
of the entiere procedure and if it is possible they 
look for someone who shares similar beliefs and 
moral values. Arranged marriage is still important 
in the society because it is linked to the concept 
of family. In this way the social compatibility is 
necessary because a wife does not only marry 
her husband; she marries his entire family. It also 
confirm the idea that the parents are the elder and 
that their child has to respect them because they 
know what is best for their child.
 

III.3.(c) Love marriage

Even if the arranged marriage practice is still 
really famous, it seems that its tradition in India 
has evolved in the age of Tinder, OkCupid, etc. 
Indeed the whole idea of marriage in India could be 
transformed in time, with the increasement of the 
population exposed to varied outlooks and trends. 
There are now over 1,500 matrimonial websites in 
India that provide people more choices.  It seems 
that arranged marriages have morphed into a 
culturally appropriate alternative to online dating.

Love marriage is considered as an irregular union  
and represents 5% of the Indian marriage. It is 
used to describe a marriage decided by the couple 
without the permission of their parents, their 
families. These marriages may transcend ethnic, 
community, and religion barriers. This practice 
started to become in the urban areas in the 1970s.

However, this vision of marriage is not accepted by 
all the generations and by all the strata of society. 
Indeed in a country like India, where values and 
traditions are held above personal aspirations  
and happiness. The family honor the social status 
is given more importance than the happiness of 

the members of the family, in this way arranged 
marriage has always been the norm in this country 
where parents decide appropriate life partner for 
their children. Nevertheless, with the changes 
and new influences, the concept of marriage has 
also evolved throughout the year. For many young 
people, love marriage is acceptable and seems 
reasonable for them to choose their life partner 
without any supervision of an elder.

In this principle, the restrictions like the  
cast, the social status, the physical appearance,  
and even religion, do not apply when a person  
falls in love. Moreover, in this form of union,  
there is no requirement of dowry, jewelry, ect.  
The partner involves in love marriage, have the 
chance to explore their comparabilities and  
discuss their life philosophies in depth without  
any external opinion. They can discuss their 
dreams, aspirations for the future, and they can 
decide about their preferred lifestyle, including 
a place to settle down, kids, etc. It seems that as 
time is progressing, more and more gender roles 
being reversed in the country, especially with love 
matches. 

There is also a disadvantage in this union that is 
the lack of social insurance. Many parents do not 
accept that their kids take the freedom to choose 
a life partner by themselves. Parents can have 
objections that arise from the religion, the castes  
or social standings that the person belongs to. It 
can have repercussions and sometimes it distance 
the partners from their familly and it can affect 
affect the relationship. It can also happen that the 
relationship end, to respect the will of the family. 
In other cases, if they want to continue their 
relationship without the pressure of their family, 
couples run away.
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Nowadays, it seems that the 
boundaries between the two 
forms of marriage started to 
blur. Indeed a new form call :
« love-arranged marriage »
 is emerging and describe  
a marriage that contains  
elements of both arranged  
and love marriage. 

Love marriages are seen as 
an imposition of the younger 
generation’s will over the  
older generation’s wishes.  
 
In a 2014 survey demonstrate  
that 11.7% of men and 8.5%  
of women surveyed claimed  
they chose their partners and 
married with or without the 
consent of their families.
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III.4 Marriage and religions
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Beyond the different structure of marriage in Indian 
society, we have to understand that marriage varies 
from religion and own its particularities. Indeed in 
India, with the context of different socio-religious and 
cultural groups, there are different norms, customs of 
marriage. They all follow their traditional concepts. 
We will see some of the most notable forms.

III.4.(a) Marriage and Hinduism

In the sequence of following the main religion 
in India, we will start our study with the Hindu 
marriage. In Hinduism, marriage is necessary  
and has a uniqueness of its own, which makes  
it distinct from other communities. It is not only  
a social union between a female and a male, but  
it is a religious sacrament. With this divine aspect, 
the marriage in Hinduism is indissoluble. Indeed this 
union is not considered only to secure the physical 
pleasure of individuals but to advance their spiritual 
development. As stated, K.M. Kapadia[60] :

 «Hindu marriage is a socially approved union of man 
and woman aiming at dharma, procreation, sexual 
pleasure and observance of certain obligations.»

The primary objective of this union is the continuity 
of family life. The second is to fulfill certain religious 
obligations and duties like dharma (the practice of 
religion), praja(procreation), and rati (sexual pleasure). 
During the marriage, the wife and husband make a 
promise to live together, and it help to evolve into the 
four Ashrams (four stages of life), here marriage  
is a gateway to the Grihastha (family life).  

[60] K.M Kapadia, was 
a founder member of 
the Indian Sociological 
Society between 1555 
and 1966.
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The Bramha Vivah: 
The ideal marriage among the Hindus. Here  
the boy and girl belonging to good families  
and the same varna get married. The boy 
should havecompleted his Brahmacharya 
Ashram (studenthood). There is no dowry 
involved, and the girl enters the boy’s house 
with two sets of clothes and some ornaments. 
In this marriage,the boy’s family approaches 
the girl’s family.

The Prajapatya Vivah: 
This is the same as the Brahma Vivah, 
expect that the bride’sfather gives her away 
as a gift, not to the groom, but the groom’s 
father. This type of marriage takes place when 
the groom and bride are both very young. The 
wedding ceremony will take place immediately, 
but the wedding may not be consummated for 
several years until they are old enough.
 
The Daiva Vivah: 
This form was considered as an ideal form 
of marriage in ancient time but has become 
irrelevant today. Here, there are no celebrations 
specific to the wedding. This type of marriage 
may take place if the girl’s parents are unable 
to locate a suitable groom within a reasonable 
period after the girl has attained puberty. The 
main reason is that the parents of the bride 
cannot afford the expense of their daughter’s 
marriage. 
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A Hindu Grihastha is expected to perform daily  
fire sacrifices such as Deva Yajna, Bhut Yajna 
(«homage to beings »), and Pitriyajna («homage 
to ancestors») by daily chanting Vedic mantras, 
offering ghee butter in the fire, giving some portion 
of food to different creatures, extending hospitality 
to guests. Without the active participation of his 
wife, a man cannot perform these duties. Indeed 
the role of a wife is essential for the completion 
of Grihastha Dharma and perform religious rites; 
among the Hindus, the wife is called Ardhangini. 

Now that we are aware of the aim of this union,  
we have to further our understanding of the 
different forms of Hindu marriage. According  
to the Hindu scriptures, it exists eight forms 
of marriage:
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The plurality of the union forms demonstrates 
the open-mindness of the Hindus. It take into 
consideration the needs of several believers 
and allows all of them to access marriage, it is a 
significant example of the liberal form of Hinduism. 
Even if not all those forms of marriage are used.

Besides being a religious sacrament, Hindu 
marriage is also an important social institution.
For developing a stable and ideal society, Hindu 
marriage also follows two universal categories  
of marriage partner selection restrictions, called  
the exogamy and endogamy rules. In exogamy 
rules, it is required that marriage be outside of 
some defined social group, such as one’s own 
family. In endogamy rules, it has to be within 
some more substantial groups, such as the local 
community. More clearly, the endogamy rules  
tell who cannot marry, and the endogamy ones 
specify who would be acceptable and preferred  
as a marriage partner. Both of these types of rules 
are operated at the same time.

As regards the traditional Hindu marriage, some 
rituals guide sexual life according to the wife  
cycle. It is 16 days within the menstrual cycle and 
the intercourse is forbidden for 6 of these 16 days, 
the first four days, the 11th and 13th days. That is 
equivalent to 10 days for conjugal relation; also, 
another tradition mentions that boys are conceived 
only on even nights and daughters on uneven 
nights. If a couple has sexual relations during, The 
Parvas, the moonless night it will lead to  the birth 
or atheist sons (Bhrama Purana) or «The Hell of 
faces and urine » (Vishnu Purana). Finally, erotic 
pleasure is forbidden during many festival days for 
gods or ancestors.

The Arsha Vivah:
Here, the family of the groom pays the bride-
price to the parents of the bride. It was the 
sanctioned procedure of marriage for sages, in 
case they wanted to lead a family life. 

The Asura Vivah: 
In the Asura type of marriage, the bridegroom 
pays the bride price to the bride’s father or 
her kinsmen and marries the bride. Marriage 
by an exchange is also permitted within this 
marriage. Generally, the groom is of lower 
social rank or caste than the bride.

Gandharva Vivah: 
Form of marriage when a man and a woman 
marry for love and without the consent of their 
families, contemporary call « love marriage.»

The Rakshasa Vivah: 
This type of marriage was widely prevalent 
during the ancient age; it was not considered 
as an ideal form of marriage. Because it is 
essentially marriage by abduction, in cases 
where the girl is willing to marry the boy but 
her family is against the alliance, the girl may 
be abducted and married.

The Paisacha Vivah: 
This is the least acceptable form of marriage, 
the man cheats the girl and thereby forces her 
to marry him. Alternatively, the woman, having 
lost her chastity,has no other alternative but 
to marry him. This union was an attempt to 
protect the rights of the cheated woman.



98

Part 3: Sexuality at the community-family level

Hindu marriage is meant for procreation but it is 
expected that couples will be intimate for pleasure 
also. But if a husband dies before the woman 
has conceived, she is not destined to remain a 
widow, but can be married to another member of 
her husband’s family in the hopes of conception. 
Ideally, the first marriage will bear children, and so 
gods are invoked in certain rituals in the context of 
fertilization. 

III.4.(b) Marriage and Islam

Islam is the second-largest practiced religion in 
India, where the marriage is endogamous and 
marriage to a non-Muslim or a non-believer is 
considered void. Furthermore, if a Muslim spouse 
converts to another religion after marriage it is 
again void.

At the time of marriage, the husband is expected  
to give a nuptial gift, dowry to his bride, which 
becomes her private. This wedding ritual is  
practice by the groom surrounded by his family. 
This endowment is called Mahr, and it aims to 
ensure the protection of a woman in the eventuality  
of unforeseen occurrences which is hailed as a 
laudatory practice.

In Islam, the divorce or talaq exists, but it is a 
privilege of the husband and can be proclaimed 
on three separate occasions. The marriage is 
not dissolved the 1st two times.  After the 3rd 
proclamation, there is a waiting period of three 
months, during which the maintenance of the  
wife and children is the responsibility of the 
husband. At the time of leaving, he has to give her 
the promised mehr or dowry and supplementary 
ways to support herself and her children.  

This dowry is a settlement made to the wife out of 
her husband’s to compensate in case of divorce or 
death. Then, if the man wants to marry the same 
woman again, after the third proclamation, it is 
permissible but only after she has consummated  
a marriage with another man.

III.4.(c) Marriage and Christianity 

Christians believe that marriage is a gift from God, 
one that should not be taken for granted. It is the 
right atmosphere to engage in sexual relations and 
to build a family life. Getting married in a church, in 
front of God, is very important. Indeed marriage is 
a public declaration of love and commitment. This 
declaration is made in front of friends and family 
in a church ceremony. However, in cases where 
there is no church within five miles, an appropriate 
alternative location may be chosen.

The Indian Christian Marriage Act of 1872, acted 
by the Parliament of India, regulates the legal 
marriage of Indian Christians. According to the act, 
marriage is legitimate if at least one of the parties 
is Christian. An ordained minister of any church 
in India, a clergyman, a marriage registrar, or a 
special licensee may marry an aspiring couple 
under the act. 

The marriage performer issues a marriage 
certificate. This certificate is recorded with 
the Registrar of Marriage, appointed by the 
government. As is common in other Indian 
marriage acts, the minimum age is 21 for the  
groom and 18 for the bride.



99

Part 3: Sexuality at the community-family level

III.4.(d) Marriage and Sikhism
 
In Sikhism, according to the doctrines, marriage is 
described as «Anand Karaj» which means a blissful 
union. The union has to take place only with the 
mutual consent of the families as well as wishes of 
the prospective bride and the groom. The only  
imperative is that the bride and groom have to be 
of Sikh faith.

Sikh emphasizes the importance of being a grihasti, 
a married person, rather than avoiding marriage. 
Guru Nanak, regarded one of his sons as unsuited 
to succeed him because he had opted to live as an 
unmarried, celibate ascetic. Indeed, apart from the 
Guru Har Krishan, who did not live to adulthood, 
all the Gurus were married, and all had children.

This religion value family honor very highly.  
A family’s honor depends in large part on the 
modest behavior of its female members. It means 
that if a young woman had a relationship with a 
man before marriage, it can result to a disgrace 
for her parents and siblings. It explains why Sikhs 
disapprove sex outside marriage, although men are 
in practice allowed more freedom than women.

III.4.(e) Others

In Buddhism, there is no obligation to marry and 
most Buddhists believe that marriage is a choice, 
as long as they are both happy to do so. As a result, 
Buddhists do not have any formal teachings on 
what the marriage ceremony should consist of.

In the Jainism religion, the believer has to refrain 
from all forms of sexual thoughts. Indeed the 
Jainism allows engagement in sex only within 
matrimony. Once the marriage has produced a son, 
the practice of sex must be renounced.  
 

The man of the family must be content with his 
wife and should perceive all other females as 
family, out of sexual boundaries.

In the Zoroastrian community, many conservative 
members state that marrying outside the 
community was like committing adultery. 
However, the 1945 Special Marriages Act provides 
for a person  marrying a non-Parsi possibility to 
maintain their faith.
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In this chapter, we observed 
that, whatever the religion, 
there is massive pressure in 
the fact of getting married. 
Pressure which can comes 
from society but also from  
the family.  



101
conclusion

As such, an institution as 
the marriage and all the 
aspects related to it like sex 
are controlled and often not 
personal decision anymore.  
It also means that premarital 
sex is controlled or not allowed, 
and one consequence is...

the REPRESSION    towards sexuality. 
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This REPRESSION 
creates an immense 

 
 
 

conclusion

around premarital 
sexual behavior.  
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IV.1 Gender issues

Part 4: Barriers at the Individual level

As detailed in chapter III, the family-community  
as a significant impact on sexuality. Indeed there 
is a huge impact of the family on the youth with a 
strong respect of the elders. However there are also 
multiple barriers at the individual level. Through 
this chapter, we will study the different challenges 
that an individual as to face towards his own 
sexuality or matters related to it.

A considerable and actual challenge, even at the 
world scale, is the gender issue. The gender notion 
and the fact of being a woman or a man in India is a 
tumultuous topic. As discussed previously 
the invasion period and religion’s have influenced 
the sexuality but also the gender norms. So we have 
to keep in mind that those norms have old and deep 
roots.

The vision of women and men result in traditional 
gender norms where gender is associated with a 
social role. This attributed gender’s role begins 
in early life and keep extending into adulthood. 
Like roles of husband and wife sustained and 
demarcated from the distribution of chores based 
on sex. An individual’s role in society involves 
the behavior that is socially outlined and awaited 
from that person due to their existence as  male or 
female. For example, the young husband will play 
a role  
in sexual and reproductive health like delaying 
pregnancy, use of contraceptives because this what 
men have to do according to society.

Also, it is interesting to understand the notion  
of masculinity and feminine, which have been 
expected and based on sex. Indeed those  
concepts can mean different things to 
different people.  
 
Nevertheless, in India, there is a strong belief  
that masculinity is about toughness and 
dominance and feminity submissiveness. 
It reiterates the notion that a woman must 
give in to her husband’s sexual demands. It is  
not only about gender but about the societal  
norm, dictated by a male-dominated society 
and a belief that women are subordinate to  
men. In India, gender seems to be one of the  
most dominant variables that influence  
human development from conception  
to death, particularly in Indian society.

Is a «boy» or «girl»?

At the moment, a baby is born the first things  
that come to mind is about his sex, and the issue 
beyond is just the biological one. Gender is another 
huge dimension of social stratification, putting 
the female at a level of disadvantage. Even if the 
Government of India has taken several legislative 
measures relating to issues from female foeticide, 
practice of child marriage, widow remarriage 
women’s right to property and which has impacted 
the Indian family system and society in many ways.
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The twenty-first century 
witnessed considerable changes  
in the Indian way of life under  
the influence of modernization, 
westernization, industrialization, 
technical advancement but  
it seems that today, women  
still have to face issues due  
to inequality between gender.
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[62] Phallic stage, 
 is the third stage  
of psychosexual  
development, span-
ning the ages of three 
to six years, wherein 
the infant’s libido
(desire) centers upon 
his or her genitalia as 
the erogenous zone.

[63] Electra complex,  
is a psychoanalytic 
term used to describe  
a girl’s sense of compe-
tition with her mother 
for the affections of her 
father. It is comparable 
to the male Oedipus 
complex.

[64] Penis envy,  
is a stage theorized  
by Sigmund Freud 
regarding female 
psychosexual develop-
ment, in which young 
girls experience
anxiety upon realiza-
tion that they do not 
have a penis.

IV.1(a) Being a woman

In India, from birth, being a woman is complicated.  
As illustrated the female-male ratio as per census 2011, 
which is 933:1000, that demonstrated an alarming 
situation. Indeed, if we are taking into consideration 
the biological norm of 100 newborn girls to every 103
newborn boys, millions of more women should be 
living among us. 

Nevertheless, they are missing from the picture, which 
means either that they have been killed or have died
through neglect and mistreatment. In India, the birth 
of a boy is time for celebration, unlike the birth of a girl, 
especially a second, which is often perceived as a crisis.
This problem related to the girl child is predominant  
in particular in rural areas, where three-quarters of  
the population still resides. Even if female foeticide 
seems to be higher in a rural area, the 2011 census gives  
a shocking result with the sex ratio of 900:1000 among
the urban population. It can be explained with the 
technical advances which permit to know the sex  
of the baby even if this practice is forbidden in India.

During their childhood, the gender differentiation 
between a girl and a boy is less apparent but still has 
significance for the parents and the adult. Indeed from 
their birth, they will be society identifies by «she» or 
«he.» Following the same scenario, the parents will 
select gender, distinct clothes, blankets, and even toys. 
At the age of two, the children will be able to know 
his own sex and become more aware of gender as 
they grow. By the age of three, there is a rudimentary 
understanding that sex distinctions are life-long; 
this step is called the phallic stage[62] of Freud’s 
psychosexual development. Freud called the feelings 
and thoughts a girl develops at this stage as the well-
known «Electra complex[63]» and « Penis envy[64].»  
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Also, it affirmed by the specialists as Karen Horney and 
Clara Thompson that culture and the social context are 
essential determinants of personality differences.

Through her growth, the girl is exposed to a set of 
rules defining appropriate feminine behavior in a 
given culture, which is known as «gender norm.»
 
For example, she has to play with dolls rather than  
cars and starts mimicking the role of a mother. Due  
to this gender norm imposed since childhood, the  
girl’s understanding of gender is still limited and  
based on very detailed rules like girls having long  
hair or wearing skirts. Another essential idea is that 
once a girl sees herself and others as gendered, she 
gets self-motivated to engage in feminine behavior. 
In this way, she models herself on other people she 
identifies as women in her environment.

From puberty, they start to have limited decision-
making ability on matters affecting their lives. As 
limited mobility, difficulty to access resources or to 
purchase personal items. However, also most of the 
time, they do not have the choice of partner, timing  
of marriage, or even pursuit of secondary school or 
higher education. Also, very few of them have a bank 
account or post office account either in their name  
or jointly with someone else. To protect them, they  
are under the control of their fathers and then under 
their husbands. To protect their daughter, the dad  
and the family control her decision-making ability,  
in the way to protect her chastity. Indeed a woman  
is not allowed to experience pleasure until she  
marries, and when she does, she is only allowed  
to have sex with one man and bear his children.

[65] The Arthashatra,
 is an ancient Indian 
treatise written in 
Sanskrit.
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Pieces of evidence was found in old books which 
illustrated this idea of «pure» women. Like the 
Arthashastra[65], which provides guidelines on  
what must be done if a girl loses her virginity 
and it also declares on its text that a marriage  
is invalid if the girl is not a virgin.  

Even in the Kamasutra, a chapter is dedicated to  
the kana, the virgin, which is described as a 
fascinating source of erotics. Still, from nowadays, 
there is a considerable pressure in society to be a 
virgin before marriage, to be seen as a pure woman. 
Indeed it seems that chastity prized the women.

When women get older, their position in society 
remains challenging, and it is even  worse if 
they become a widow. Indeed being widowed 
is considered as just living a half-life. Widows 
merely exist in the shadows of society, ignored and 
ostracized. They live alone, in poverty, after the 
death of their husbands. Even if the Sati practice, 
«the widow burning» has been abolished, a 
century and a half have passed away; the widows 
still lead a miserable and pitiable life in many 
towns of India. In particular, in West Bengal  
where thei rcondition is really bad, they face a 
variety of societal taboos every day and practice
austerity and self-denial.

In the traditional belief, when the husband dies, 
a woman must renounce worldly pleasures. In 
this way, they also are stigmatized and have to be 
identifiable; they wear plain white saris as a sign  
of mourning for as long as they live and must abide 
by severe diet restrictions.  

Their presence at rituals, ceremonies, and 
celebrations is considered inauspicious. Widows 
coming from orthodox families, shave their heads. 
Moreover, in many parts of South India, the 
practice of not wearing a blouse under one’s sari is 
still prevalent among widows. 

Some cities referred to « widow cities » of India as 
Vrindavan and Varanasi which welcome thousands 
of widows every year in particular, those who have 
no other place left to go. In these cities, there is a 
large number of dingy, suffocated, guest houses,  
and «ashrams» where impoverished and 
abandoned widows spend the remainder of their 
lives.

In the absence of financial independence, their 
hardships only increase. It is one of the reason 
behind their ouster from home because they 
are seen as a financial drain on their families.
Furthermore, only about 28 percent of the widows 
in India are eligible for pensions, and even among 
them, less than 11 percent receive their dues.
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IV.1(b) Being a man

Now we will try to understand the position  
of men and their importance in society. In the 
Indian society, there is an ideal for having a boy. 
Of course, it varies from religion but seems remain 
predominant in each of them.

In Hinduism, it is essential because in the four- 
fold system of «purusharthas» which outlines  
an ideal Hindu life cycle is directed toward the  
goal of attaining « moksha.» Furthermore, this 
form of perfection could be achieved only through 
sons, who, after lighting the funeral pyre, can offer 
ancestor-worship. Unlike women who are not 
considered suitable for acquiring knowledge or 
religious training. 
 
They are therefore expected to lead a life of 
devoted subjugation, so that they may be reborn 
as a man in the next life and thus be gifted with 
religious privileges. In other religions like Islam 
or Christians, the expectation of a male child is 
present, even before the starting of the pregnancy.

As developed in chapter II, the importance and  
the position of men is prominent and it seems to  
be linked to his male sexual energy. 

In the Vedic period, the Upanishads reaffirmed 
the position of the male as superior regarding 
the nature of his semen. In this way, the semen 
played a predominant role, it mentioned that the 
masculine semen represented the highest form of 
energy, and not much importance was given to the 
eggs produced by women. Women were considered 
mere receptacles who played a passive role in the 
rebirth of the soul, acting as mere receptacles to 
receive semen and host the souls in their wombs 
until they were born.

[66] Ericsson’s 
method,  is one of the 
few methods of gender 
selection in the world 
mainly practiced in the 
U.S., which involves 
prior manipulation  
of the sex of the child. 
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The unequal gender norms 
and power imbalances have a 
significant part in a patriarchal 
and gender stratified India.  
 
But this gender imbalance 
also has a consequence on 
the youth’s health. Indeed a 
limited autonomy and aweak 
decision based on gender is a 
limitation for young people to 
access health care services or 
obtain required info on the
sexual and reproductive 
health-related issue. 
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Moreover, even if laws against 
fetal sex determination and 
gender-specific foeticide
existing, it seems that these 
concerns remain on papers. 

Potentially, the situation 
could worsen with time  
and with the development 
of new techniques, as 
preselection technique  
as Ericsson’s method[66],  
which involves prior 
manipulation of the  
sex of the child.  
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So the question towards 
the future of the female 
is essential to take 
into consideration to 
improve their status in 
the Indian society and 
also on a global scale. 
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IV.2 Sexual orientation

[67] Bhagirathan, was 
a legendary king of 
the Ikshvaku dynasty 
who brought the River 
Ganges, personified 
as the river goddess 
Ganga.

[68] Shikhandi, is  
a character in the 
Hindu epic: the 
Mahabharata.

[69] Ardhanarishvar, 
is a composite andro-
gynous form of the 
Hindu deities Shiva 
and Parvati.
 
[70] Caves of Karle, 
are a complex of an-
cient Buddhist Indian  
rock-cut caves at Karli 
near Lonavala,  
Maharashtra.

[71] Khajuraho, is 
a group of Hindu 
temples and  
Jain temples in  
Chhatarpur district, 
Madhya Pradesh. 

[72] Dharmashastra, 
is a genre of Sanskrit 
theological texts, and 
refers to the treatises of 
Hinduism on dharma.

Another really sensitive aspect is the individual sexual 
orientation or preference. The only social union which 
is considered valid in India is between women and 
men. In the 19th century, a law was introduced by the 
British rulers, where it mentioned that: 

«Homosexuality is against the order of nature and 
considered as a crime punishable by life in prison».

However, last year, in 2018, the Supreme Court of India 
decriminalized homosexuality of the Indian Penal Code 
unconstitutional.

In the Ancient times, homosexuality was never illegal  
or a criminal offense. In some ways, acceptance of 
homosexual behavior and ambisexual behavior is 
deeply rooted in Indian culture. It exists proofs in 
Literature, in ancient texts like Kamasutra,
Manusmriti, or Athasastra . Evidence was found in the 
Hindu scriptures with Bhagirathan[67] who is born from 
the union of 2 women or Shikhandi[68] in Mahabharata 
and Ardhanarishvar[69]. In Art, some sculptures which 
represent the Buddhist tradition, demonstrated two 
bare breast women embracing each other in the pillar 
caves of Karle[70] or several sculptures and carvings  
in Khajuraho[71].

Unlike those examples, some Sanskrit theological 
texts as The Dharmashastras[72] demonstrated 
homosexuality as a taboo and where a man who  
engages in same-sex activity has to be punished  
for the transgression. Even the author of the 
Kamasutra, Vatsyayana, described the third  
gender, the Hijas, in a more «neutral» way.  
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« Hijas » is an Urdu word for eunuchs. They 
generally belong to the Hindu castes. First, they 
leave their family during the teen years to join  
adult Hijas in big cities, some of them finalize  
their gender status with castration.

As regards their behavior, they dress like female, 
and play a religious role. The hijas perform as a 
medium for female goddesses, they are considered 
as the symbol of fertility. They also play a social role 
and provide entertainment in weeding, festivals.
Another source of income is sexual activity with 
mento to be paid or to satisfy their desire.

Cross-gender and representation of ambisexual 
gender examples were also present in Art during 
the Ancient time. As in the Sun temple of Konarak, 
where the God Ayyapa, a dual-gender god is
worshipped. Other cross-gender and cross-
gender behaviors are represented in the epics 
of Mahabharata and Ramayan. Indeed, unlike 
homosexuality, rather than transgressive, third 
genders is described in a more «normal» way. 

Texts and divine myths have highly influenced the 
notion of sexuality in Hinduism and it has affected 
many aspects of it. When we talk about sexuality, it 
is also includes how gender is defined for Hindu’s. 
For example, the Indian population seems to be 
proud of the Hijas community.
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A member of the Telangana Hijra Intersex  
Transgender Samiti, dressed in traditional  
clothing, performs during a protest, Hyderabad.
© Mahesh Kumar 

Part 4: Barriers at the Individual level



120

Tripathi, many people ask hijras to grant their newborn  
babies good health, since hijras are believed to have 
a god-given ability to bestow blessings. 
©  Ina Goel
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Homosexuality seems to 
have been better accepted  
during Ancient times, even if it  
was sometimes contradictory.

Nevertheless, nowadays, 
being gay in India can mean 
being rejected by family, being 
ostracized by the community, 
and even facing violence.
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IV.3 Lack of family support

[73] Quotes from, 
Knowledge, behavior 
and attitudes about 
sexuality amongst 
adolescents in Pune- 
A situational analysis, 
Anang G. Sathe
and Shante Sathe.

As mentioned above, the family, the community 
impact the individual and influence each other; they 
seem untimely linked. However, sometimes, towards 
sensitives topics, we observed a gap of communication 
between the individual and the family.

This gap of communication comes from the lack of 
family support on topics which are difficult to address. 
During this moment, the adolescent can feel alone 
to face his daily life without being surrounded by his 
relatives. The lack of family support is an essential 
aspect that the youth has to face at the individual level.

« At the family of household level, the barriers  
include lack of family support, unequal gender 
norms, and limited communication between 
parents and adolescents on sexual and reproductive 
health-related matter [73].»

The lack of communication comes from various 
reasons; some are linked to the Indian culture like the 
societal norms rooted in the ground for a long time  
and which are still regulating the society. One of 
them is « a culture of silence» which has been created 
around every topic with a sexual nature. This way 
of thinking and living was applied to the Indian 
household and it has impacted the communication 
between parents and children. Some cultural and 
traditional norms like the respect of the elder play an 
essential role; it is not possible to discuss every topic 
with everyone, younng people have to take care about 
what they talk in public, with family or with friends. 
Another reason, related directly to the individual 
level is the difficulty to communicate as parents. Even 
between them, within the couple, sometime there is no 
discussion on sensitives topics.  
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[74] As mentionned, 
Knowledge, behavior 
and attitudes about 
sexuality amongst 
adolescents in Pune- 
A situational analysis, 
Anang G. Sathe
and Shante Sathe.

The non-discussion between the partners, can 
explain why parents are not communicating with 
their children. Indeed parents seem to be highly 
unconformable to address such topics.  
 
Firstly due to the pressure of the societal norm and 
the vast belief of offended Indian culture. Indeed 
many people consider talking about sex as an 
act against the existing cultural norms. Another 
reason which encouraged this misconception is the 
misunderstanding of awareness, which has been done 
by the Government, NGOs.  

Also at their level of individual, the parents can feel not 
comfortable to address it because they may not have 
correct and scientific information. They also think that 
it will embarrass the children and that everyone will  
be ashamed. Following this idea they do not think that 
is a situation to consider. 

SURVEY

To understand how feel the adolescent, towards this 
lack of communication, a study[74] has been done in 
Pune. The survey has been addressed to 1400 students 
at the age of 16 to 19 years old.

The central answers that adolescents reported:
 - discussing worrisome with nobodies
- too embarrassed to approach anyone.
- a sparse dialogue with parents;
- and with the teacher, doctor, and others. 

More boys explained that they are more open to boys 
friends and girls more with their moms or elder sisters. 
One result is that the issues that worry boys different 
from the issues that bother girls.

Those results demonstrated well the need for the youth 
to discuss about it.
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There is an apprehension towards 
awareness or information related 
to sexual issues because many 
adults think that it can result in 
encouraging adolescents to have 
sexual activity.
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This gap of communication is 
a real issue because parents are 
considered as the epicenter of 
the child.  Following this idea, 
it seems impossible for the 
child to construct itself if there 
is no support from his family. 

Moreover, researchers showed 
that parents play the most 
significant role in imparting 
sex education to their 
adolescent. 
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They are the primary 
sex educators and the 
fundamental knowledge 
about sexual attitudes and 
the like are conveyed on to 
the children. Also, it has been 
proved that the fathers need to 
be more involved in discussing 
various topics related to 
sexuality; mothers should be 
more willing to talk more with  
their sons about topics  
related to sexuality.

 
 
 

Furthermore, this should 
reduct the gender bias existing 
in the Indian family.
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IV.3 Source of information

[75] Udaan,
a centered design 
based research project 
that aims to improve 
access to SRH infor-
mation and services 
for adolescents in 
Rajasthan.

[76] From the study, 
Indian concepts  
on sexuality, by 
K.Chakraborty  
and R. Guja.

IV.3(a) Family and peers

An adolescent faces many challenges during his 
growth, and one essential is the multiple sources  
of information that he can access consciously or 
not, directly or indirectly. Sometime without the 
adolescent’s consent, they will influence and impact 
their life. 

There are different sources of information, as indirect 
influence like the family and the peers. They are 
considered as a source of information because they can 
apply pressure on the adolescent and make a choice or 
decisions for them. So they will directly impact their 
life and more than impacting their life, it also modifies 
their minds, as well as their way of thinking and living.

FAMILY

It happens that sometimes he family can modify the 
choice of the adolescent but it depends of the situation 
and the context. For example, parents can apply 
pressure on adolescent to get pregnant earlier or to 
select abortion. Parents are considered as the authority 
source in the family, so an adolescent has to listen 
carefully about what the parents decide. However, 
there is a limit between influence them and make the 
decision for them them.

Family as a source of information seems to be 
unavoidable. Indeed parents are the first to provide 
answers and informations to question of their children.
Nevertheless, on sensitive topics like sexuality, it 
seems that parent’s information can be biased or not 
relevant. Furthermore, more in the idea to influence 
them to forbid having sex, rather than giving relevant 
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information. However, if we take into consideration 
the few discussion towards sexuality addressed, 
it seems that the influenced of the family on 
adolescent’s behavior is less than the one of the 
peers.

PEERS

Indeed peers are directly influencing the 
adolescent’s behavior and friends as one of the
significant roles in providing pieces of information. 
In general, the ones who provide the information 
are older friends because they are easily available 
and accessible to young people. Moreover, they 
feel more free and comfortable to speak to them on 
sexual issues and concerns because they do not feel 
judged. Indeed talking about sexuality with peers 
is one thing which remained consistent across age 
and gender.

To give you an example, the YP foundation 
managed the project Udaan which focused their 
studie on tackling adolescent health needs in India 
through peer education. Though their discussion 
with the youth, they demonstrate that even boys 
agreed that if their girlfriends became pregnant, 
they would first reach out to their friends to collect 
enough money to buy an emergency contraceptive 
or abortion pill at the local medical store, often 
paying 4 or 5 fold the original price. As they 
mentioned in their report:

 « It clearly puts emphasis on the need to leverage 
peer networks and invest in building the leadership 
of young people themselves to solve for sensitive 
issues.»

IV.3(b) Mass media

Today in India, the primary source of information 
for the youth remains the mass media.Electronic 
media, blues films, foreign films, Indian films, cable 
tv, radio, newspaper, advertisement, and scientific 
books but also posters, magazines, pornography are
considered as mass media. Print and visual media 
has become an essential source of information on 
reproductive and sexual health matters but also on 
gender role.

The higher access to the Internet can explain the 
development of accessing mass media. Indeed 9  
out of 10 users in urban access the Internet at least 
once a week with young users aged between 16-29 
years are the most frequent users. Internet and 
other new media technologies, cell phones have 
made sexually explicit materials more accessible to 
young people than ever before. 

Even if all forms of sexually oriented publications 
are illegal in India and the Government appointed 
central board has the power to cuts, ban in descents 
scenes in film; also pornography books, magazines, 
videos are illegal.

To explain why media is the first source of 
information of the youth in India, we will use  
one study[76] done in Pune. Trough the answer 
published, it seems that mass media are successful 
because they are easily accessible. Moreover, the 
youth considered media as a source of information 
that brings satisfaction because it is easy to 
find and with multiples sources of information 
accessible.
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Indeed the study indicates that the «answer» 
matchs what they were looking for. However, 
 in reality, this information is non-adequate for 
them, but we have to take into consideration  
that is it is one of the only options for them. 
 
Indeed this massive information is a result  
of a situation where proper, correct, and 
authentic information is not available. 

It is essential to understand that adolescents  
are facing their sexual education differently  
and that everyone has it owns feelings. 

Indeed we can see that through the study, some of 
them think that the information they received from 
the media was adequate; others mentioned that 
the kind of information «excited» them sexually. 
Alternatively, sometimes, they felt «dreary» 
after receiving information, but also they can feel 
guilty, dejected, tense. Another interesting answer 
isthat some of them felt that the information was 
impractical.

The influence that media has on young people’s  
life also depends of the type of media. Film and 
TV have a particular impact on youth people’s 
lifestyle and behavior; it is seen as a new medium 
that presented new ideas about dressed codes, 
behavior, etc. The adolescent use those new codes 
in their daily life by imitating hairstyles, clothing, 
accessories of their favorite actors in popular film. 
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The information learned thanks 
to media is not only inadequate 
but also unscientific, titillating, 
and especially gender biased. 
Besides, it creates at times false 
impressions and can generates 
negative feelings which 
certainly affect adolescents 
adversely in their future life. 

Another significant aspect 
is that the lack of proper 
information will also affect  
the young’s adolescents and 
sexual health.
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IV.3(c) Bollywood

However, it is impossible to talk about Indian  
films without mentioned the Bollywood which 
owns today the more significant part of the film 
industry in India. As it is an institution, we will 
study how eroticsm  has been treated in it and how 
its representation has evolved during the time.  
First, it is essential to understand that the depiction 
of sex in the movie has not have been open as is it 
today in the film industry.

1940-1950

Indeed, in the 1940s, along with independence 
came the Film Advisory Board. The board
played the role of censor and created the chaste 
image of the Indian culture. They did different
actions to installed the great, pure image of 
India with the Cinematograph Act in 1952,  
which banned kissing on-screen altogether.

1960

After those reforms, in the 1960s, the new board 
decided to approach the representation in another 
way, it is the age of the subtlety. The main idea was 
to express sex through symbolism like the famous 
flower touching or the feet touching, the burning 
fires.

1970-1980

The 70s symbolizes a massive comeback of film-
makers and created a new wave in the Indian film 
Industry.  They did not directly represent intimacy 
because it remained taboo but the new thing was 
to work around sensuality. During this period, the 
trend of kissing on screen came back. Following 
the same line, the 80s became the decade when 
sexuality blew up on the big screen.  
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1990

The film-makers were challenging the censorship 
on sex to its apogee during the 90s. With films 
like Kamasutra: A tale of love and Bandit Queen 
getting which have been flak for being too explicit. 
During this period, new topics has being explored, 
like homosexuality in the film Fire. It is also at 
this period that became a famous depiction of 
sex with songs and steamy choreography which 
usually ended with a shot of doors closing, fingers 
intertwining, or the morning after. The 90s was 
a time of experimentation and pushing boundaries.

2000 - TODAY

From the 2000s to today, the industry film has 
scale-up and has been a mixed bag with different 
kinds of films from sensuality to vulgar. On the one 
hand, we had explicitly erotic thrillers like Murder 
and Julie. Even Dhoom, which was meant to be  
an action-packed thriller featured loads of sex.  
At the same time, there was a rise of sex comedies 
with movies like Masti and Grand Masti or the  
Kya Kool Hain Hum trilogy.

It seems that the industry and the audience  
has finally accepted that sex sells. Drawn out  
scenes of foreplay, often expressed through 
song,became the norm. They are still meant to  
be showing sex indirectly, but this new way of 
doing it seems vulgar as we can see it on the 
advertising poster with the different sexual 
allusions. Those movies were perceived as  
really offensive and vulgar for many people,  
and this continues to maintain the taboo. 

While, during the last decade, in the same  
period, films like Hate Story have explicited  
depictions of orgasms with sensibility in  
an artistic way, as such as Bengali movies.
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Cinematograph Act
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Cinematograph Act

Actress Seeta Devi and Charu Roy,
kissing in Throw of Dice, 1929
© C09man
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Metaphor of flowers depicting kiss, 
as in Bollywood movies.
© Lotuswei
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Shasi Kapoor with Zeenat Aman
kissing in Satyam Shivam Sundaram, 1978
© Chitramala
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Nandita Das and Shabana Mehta in Fire,
by Deepa Mehta, 1996.
© NriPulse
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Kya Kool Hain Hum,
by Sangeeth Sivan, 2005.
© BollywoodHungdama
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Now, that we have studied the tendencies evolution 
towards sexuality in Bollywood, we will try to grasp 
which images the Bollywood movies reflect to the 
youth.

An IBM and two Delhi based institutions conducted 
a study, where researchers analyzed 4000 Hindi 
movies and 880 official trailers released between 
1570 and 2017. They demonstrated that many  
Bollywood films give a sexist image of society  
and reinforce inequality between genders.

First, we will look at the movie’s plot, where
specialists suggest that an actress’s role is not given 
as much importance as an actor as the examples 
can illustrate it. 

Indeed, women’s characteristics are mostly 
described with surface-level qualities, whereas 
men are represented as «strong» and with 
mental qualities.

Following the same scheme, in most storylines, 
males had superior occupations, with 32% of  
male characters were doctors, compared to just  
3% of women. Concerning the female characters,  
the most popular careers were teachers or
secretaries. As demonstrated, page 141-42, the  
data on occupations essayed by characters in  
Hindi movies.

However, if women are not mainly mentioned in 
movie plots, they are highly represented on movie 
posters. Indeed more than 50% of movie posters 
feature actresses. Researchers were citing examples 
of movies like GangaaJal and Raees. In these 
movies, the males have more than 100 mentions 
in the plot, and females have none, and their 
posters feature females «very prominently.» 
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It seems that the image of the women is useless 
during the advertising, but then when it comes  
to the actual story, they seem to disappear from  
the picture. Furthermore, there is an emergence  
of  many mainstream actresses like Anushka 
Sharma of NH10 fame and Kangana Ranaut  
and Vidya Balan, who decided to play and chose 
female-centric scripts like Queen and Kahaani 
respectively, things are changing onscreen. 
 
To express this idea in data, in the 70s, females 
were the central characters in 7% of Hindi movies, 
and between 2015 and 2017, they were 11.9%. It is 
great progress from industry and an institution 
such as Bollywood, but it is enough when we 
consider it as one of the unique media which 
can influence and impact all the strata of the 
population.
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An evolution in changing roles has 
been observed, with a rise in the 
proportion of female-centric movies.
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Character’s characteristics

«An honest 
government 
employee»
«An aspiring 
singer»
«An established 
assistant»
«A secret wing  
of Indian Army»
«A famous 
professor»

men
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«A beautiful young 
girl»
«Daughter of Mr. 
Saxena»
«Is heartbroken»
«A stage dancer»
«Not so good 
looking»

Character’s characteristics

women
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Police Officer:
Executive:
Lawyer:
Gangster:
Doctor:
Student:
Singer:
Teacher:

Character’s occupation
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90%  
89% 
76% 
75% 
74% 
69% 
65% 
58% 

Character’s occupation

10%  
11% 
24% 
25%  
26%  
31%  
35% 
42% 

womenmen
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Why sexual education 
is needed in India?

Part 1: Sexual Education and Adolescents; 
Part 2: Sexuality through History; 
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Part 5: Why sexual education is needed in India?
Part 6: Conclusion
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V.1 Level of information  
of the youth

[78] Quote from,
Adolescents in India,  
a desk review of 
existing evidence and 
behaviors, programs 
and policies,  
Population Council 
Delhi and Unicef 
(2013)

After have understood the historical and socio-cultural 
aspects which explain the actual context towards sex, 
we have to further our analysis to understand why  
sex education is needed in India?

First, it is essential to keep in mind that sexuality 
education for adolescents is one of the most 
controversial topics in the field of child’s health.  
In the past decade, policymakers in India have 
also struggled with the issue, and there has been 
more meaningful public discourse. Furthermore, 
policymaking and public discussions on adolescent 
sexuality education are frequently fueled by religious, 
social, and cultural values while receiving scientific 
attention to  meet the needs of an expanding young 
population in India, scientific evidence for best 
practices must be kept in the middle of the attention to 
the policy making in the context of sexuality education 
for adolescents.

The main reason which can explain why adolescent 
sexuality education became a burning topic of 
debate is the demographic structure of India and its 
changing needs. Indeed children less than the age 
of 21 years comprise more than a third of the Indian 
population. Besides, more than 1 in 10 children in 
India are teenagers or currently experiencing puberty, 
and more than a quarter of all children will transition 
to adolescence and puberty within the next decade. 
Moreover, as we described in chapter I.III, during this
transition, adolescents will experience significant 
changes in their life, and with these changes, 
adolescents may also exhibit a considerable amount 
of struggle for autonomy, engagement in risky health 
behaviors. This aspect demonstrates a need for 
education on sexuality and healthy lifestyles.

Part 5: Why sexual education is needed in India?
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LACK OF INFORMATION

This prominent need for sexual education also 
demonstrates the lack of information or even the 
lousy information that youth access. Indeed the 
lack of sexual education and has a direct impact on  
the knowledge of the youth, which can 
inappropriate, false, or non-existent.

To illustrate this lack of information towards  
sexual topics, we will try to grasp the level of 
knowledge that the youth own. First, it is  
essential to understand that the adolescent’s 
knowledge varies according to the topic but also 
depends on their age, status, location, and needs. 
To do that, we will take support on the document, 
Adolescents in India, a desk review of existing 
evidence and behaviors, programs and policies,  
by Population Council Delhi and Unicef (2013).

The first topic discusses in the study is about the 
level of information that the youth have on HIV/
AIDS and STIs. First of all, it revealed that the 
awareness about the STIs is much lower than  
about HIV/AIDS and that boys are more aware  
than girls on the topics. The data showed that just 
19% of young men and 15% of young women heard 
of STIs.

This data base demonstrates the limited  
knowledge of HIV AIDS and RTI STI but also  
the need for specific interventions and awareness 
programs for youth due to the context of high-risk 
sexual behavior of this age group. It is imperative  
to provide information but also tangible initiative 
as places, facilities that the youth can access 
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quickly, and for various reasons as discuss to 
specialists, access to treatment, screening tests.
«Scientific knowledge about STIs and HIV/AIDS 
helps to make rational and responsible decisions 
regarding there sexual behavior»

The second topic that the study tackle was 
the knowledge of contraceptives. The level of 
information has increased over the years but 
differently from urban or city areas. Indeed urban 
areas were likely to have more knowledge than 
those from rural areas, and knowledge increased 
with education and wealth. In one particular study 
from Delhi, more than one-third of students did not 
understand the signs and symptoms of STIs. The 
majority (71%) had not heard about genital herpes, 
and almost half had not heard about gonorrhea 
(44%) or syphilis (43%), which are the leading 
causes of STIs. 

In another study of adolescent females from 
Maharashtra, the majority (54%) of study 
participants were not aware of the transmission 
mode of HIV/AIDS from one person to another. It is 
especially disconcerting, given that Maharashtra is 
one of the states with the highest-burden of HIV.
Interestingly, the state of Maharashtra does not 
have a provision for sexuality education in schools. 
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However, the information also varies from married 
young people to the unmarried. This difference is 
the degree of knowledge that also impacts the use 
of it. Indeed almost 13% of currently married 15-19 
yo girls reported having ever used some method of 
contraception. It highlights the limited accessibility 
to contraception for unmarried women.  
 
Moreover, the use of contraception can also  
depend on factors as from which states belong 
to the adolescent. Like Bihar, Jharkhand, Nagaland, 
and Meghalaya, which are the states with the 
lowest contraceptive use and tightest unmet need. 

NON USE OF CONDOMN
 
In the study, they also evoke the reason for the non-
use of condoms, as detailed above, the first reason 
is the lack of awareness and information about it. 

Then, it mentions that the unplanned, unexpected 
nature of sex is another reason. The discomfort of 
approaching anyone for obtaining contraception 
and the lack of access to the production is also
mentioned as a barrier in using a contraceptive.

Another reason is the non-perception of being at 
risk and the belief around sexual contact with a 
romantic partner, which gives the feeling that the 
person is «safe.» The non-use of a condom can also 
be explained because people do not think of it, and 
it can depend on the situation. For example, they
are in a hurry or during relation to coercion or force.
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According to the National 
Family Health Survey of India, 
only 36% of males and 20% 
of female adolescents have 
comprehensive knowledge  
of HIV/AIDS. 
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V.1 Health issues

The first issue of the non-discussion of sexuality 
in society is health. Here are some of the direct 
consequences of this lack of knowledge among  
the Indian youth.

SEXUALLY TRANSMITTED INFECTION

Today in India, among the youth population, 
the HIV prevalence is 0,11%, which means that  
one youth per 1000 is HIV positive (youth men  
and women aged 15-24).  Of all the cases of HIV  
in India, a significant proportion (more than one 
in four) is seen in younger individuals due to risky 
sexual behaviors such as unprotected sex and 
multiple sexual partners. 
At the scale of the country, in 2017, 2 100 000 
people were living with HIV. Progress has been 
observed in the number of AIDS-rewwlated deaths 
since 2010, with a 56% decrease, from 160 00 
deaths to 69 000 deaths. The number of new HIV 
infections has decreased, from 120 000 to 88 000 
in the same period. Nevertheless, all these data 
remain that the situation is still alarming.

EARLY CHILDBEARING

Furthermore, sexually transmitted infections, 
pregnancy-related deaths, and complications
are a leading cause of mortality and morbidity  
in adolescent Indian females. Indeed many 
pregnancies, in particular in real areas, happen  
to young females resulting in adverse maternal 
and child health outcomes. According to national 
estimates, almost one in six pregnancies in India  
is reported by women in the age group of 15-19 

Part 3: Sexuality at the community-family level

years. Several regional studies in India have also 
estimated the rates of of teenage or early pregnancy 
to be in the range of 5% to more than 30%. These 
data are estimation; we have to take in mind that 
females sometimes aborted or even do not reported 
their pregnancy.

Early childbearing is a high-risk pregnancy; there 
are adverse health outcomes that exist for all the 
women, but the risks are higher for adolescents 
who are yet to fully mature physiologically. The 
two major implicating factors for adolescent 
pregnancies in India are early marriage and lack  
of birth control or unprotected sex. Unwanted 
and early pregnancies are also dealt with unsafe 
abortions because many people are unaware of  
the risks of back-alley abortions or the fact that 
there are perfectly legal means to seek abortions 
before 20 weeks, for particular circumstances.

Indeed there is a lack of awareness concerning  
the access to safe abortion and the facilities 
providing safe, legal abortion or to providers  
that permit legal abortion services. 

There is a misunderstanding between legal 
abortion and illegal one used to terminate  
a pregnancy because the fetus is a female. 

The lack of information and incomplete 
information can lead some unmarried  
adolescents to search for informal providers  
or sometimes traveled considerable distance  
out of their place of residence to keep the 
pregnancy secret from the community.  
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One young people (youth men  
and women aged 15-24) per 
1000 is HIV positive. 
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[79] According to  
the survey, 
by the Ministry  
of Women and  
Child development.

Another limitation to safe abortion is concerning the 
provider of this service, which can have, sometimes, 
judgmental attitude, especially in public hospitals 
and which can try to influence the choice of the young 
people.

In this case, it seems that sexuality education with 
complete awareness has the potential to prevent  
and delay the early and unwanted pregnancies.  
On a global scale, compared to India, youth in many 
developing countries have a greater knowledge of 
contraception, birth control, and a lesser prevalence 
of teen pregnancy. The reason which can explain this 
difference is the emphasis on sexuality education and 
the implementation of standardized curriculums in 
schools of many western countries.

If health issues of early pregnancies are not enough to 
make things happen, maybe the economic aspect can 
lead to it. Indeed estimating the medical, social, and 
economic consequences of teenage pregnancy in India, 
a report sponsored by the World Bank indicated that 
delaying teen pregnancies the too early 20yo would 
increase the nation’s productivity by more than US$7 
billion.

MENSTRUAL HYGIENE

Also related to the health there is menstrual hygiene, 
we know that menstruation is the most important 
physiological change which has an impact on a 
different aspect of a girl’s life. Recently, the topic of 
menstrual health of adolescent females has been fairly 
well researcher and reasonably explored area of child 
sexuality in the Indian context. 
 
Even if several studies from various parts of India 
have assessed menstrual morbidity, knowledge, 
perceptions, sources of information, and educational 
needs of adolescent females about menstrual 
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health and hygiene. It remains that it persists a 
widespread lack of knowledge about menstruation 
and demonstrates the need to access information 
on anatomy and physiology. But also help the 
young women to deconstruct and drive the barriers 
as perceptions by religions, cultural, and social 
taboos, myths, that they have to face. It also still 
remains a need for education on menstrual hygiene 
practices, and a need for resources as water and 
sanitary pads to promote menstrual health and 
hygiene.

As already discussed above, the problems are more 
profound in adolescent females from rural and 
socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds. 
Indeed the RTI (Risk of Tract Infections) is higher in 
the rural area due to the difficult access to resources 
and the absence of sanitary pad. The women use 
cloths or rags and if not cleaned properly, they
are susceptible to RTIs which can be a contribution 
to female morbidity. 

It is really important to prepare the young girl for 
menstruation and explain to them that they have 
to be vigilant and careful about their hygienes to 
reduce all risks of infections, this learning can be 
provided by proper sex education.

CHILD SEXUAL ABUSE

In addition to the critical issues discussed above, 
several emerging issues need specific mention 
in the context of child sexuality and sexuality 
education. Indeed one consequence of this culture 
of silence is child sexual abuse. Children, women 
are vulnerable to being violated against, especially 
if they are kept in the dark about sexuality. Indeed 
nearly 50% of boys and girls[79] face sexual abuse in 
their young lives.

In the context of non-discussion on such sensitive 
topics, it seems to have paradox when we noticed 
that the majority of sexual abuse is within the 
family or from a person who knows the family. 
Indeed not a lot of this case is reporting because 
there is a kind of crime denial for diverse reasons 
as protecting family honor, sense of shame in 
discussing sexual abuse, incest, or rape. Empoyer 
young people with the knowledge to protect 
themselves against such abuse is the  
responsibility.

SEXUAL EXPLOITATION

Another emerging issue which abuses of child 
sexuality, but not only, is the phenomenon of 
sexual exploitation in India. Indeed according to 
the Ministry of women and child development 
reports, around 2,8 million people are trafficked  
for commercial sexual exploitation every year. 

The majority of them are young girls and the young 
boys who have been forced into sex work, often 
before the age of 18. There are various forms of 
sex workers: first, there is young women or young 
men from economically deprived and marginalized 
groups recruited by « brokers » or sold off to pimps 
and brothel owner.  
 
Alternatively, victims of «customary sex work» 
which is socially acceptable forms of prostitution 
like religious or tribal prostitution. They have been 
forced into sex at a very young age by a family 
member who acts as agents of the victims.  
 
Another aspect is sex tourism, where young boys 
and girls exploited by international or Indian 
tourists. The street children are the most
vulnerable to this traffic. 
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[80] According to,
the Human Rights 
Watch report 

[81] Menaka, 
Rambha, Urvashi, 
Thilothamma; names 
of the four Apsaras, 
divine dancers of 
Indra’s court

[82] Quote from,
Adolescents in India,  
a desk review of 
existing evidence and 
behaviors, programs 
and policies,
by the Population 
Council Delhi and
Unicef

In the context of this sexual exploitation, the risk of 
contradicting diseases for the youth is higher. There 
is a strong association between sex trafficking and 
HIV prevalence. Indeed, they have to confront many 
risk factors for contracting diseases in their daily life. 
As living in the street, the lack of adult supervision, 
the lack of care and support; the extreme puberty; the 
exploitation in terms of sex and labors, etc.

PROSTITUTION

Prostitution, depending on the situation, can 
be considered as another aspect of this sexual 
exploitation. In India, prostitution is legal, but the 
other related activities such as soliciting, pimping,  
and brothels are illegal. There are more than 20 million 
prostitutes[80] in India with 35% of them enter at the 
age of less than 18. 
 
During Ancient India prostitutes, belong to one class 
of women who mixed freely with men. They were free 
from restrains, which matrons had to observe. They 
are called as Ganikas, meaning courtesans and Vesyas, 
meaning prostitutes.

Prostitution was a theme of Indian literature and arts 
during this period. In the literature, the prostitute 
is depicted as beautiful, accomplished, and wealthy 
women enjoying a position of fame and honor. She was 
to be thoroughly trained in sixty-four Kalas (arts).
These included music, dancing, singing, and acting, 
etc. the Ganikas or the courtesans enjoyed a high 
social standing, and they had nothing in common with 
such women in modern industrial cities. They were 
particularly proficient in fine arts like music and
dancing.

In Indian mythology, there are many references 
to high-class prostitution in the form of celestial 
demigods acting as prostitutes. They are referred to as 
Menaka, Rambha, Urvashi, and Thilothamma[81].  
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They are described as perfect embodiments  
and unsurpassed beauty and feminine charms.
Even during the medieval period and rule 
of Mughals, they were treated very royally. 
Sanskrit plays have been written on this, and 
even nowadays, they are the central part of 
many movies. Some movies provide an insight 
into the plight of the prostitutes in our country. 
Nevertheless, the real face still lies hidden. Even 
since the downfall of the Mughal Empire, the 
conditions have deteriorated to deplorable levels.

Indeed if we explore through the causes of  
prostitution, the first and foremost factor is 
poverty. Indeed prostitutes are generally the  
less educated class  of women, single abandoned 
women, economically distressed women.  
Most of those women have been forced by  
gang members  or betrayed with false  
promised of job.
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«The literature indicates that at  
the individual level, early marriage,  
early and unsafe initiation into sexual 
activities and consequently early 
childbearing, limited knowledge 
about and access to contraception, 
unwanted pregnancy and lack  
of access to safe abortion services, 
exposure to sexuality transmitted 
infections and lack of autonomy 
and gender based power imbalances 
exacerbate young people’s 
vulnerabilities[82] ».
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The quote conclude correctly the 
purpose that we conducted. Indeed often 
comprehensive sexual histories are not 
taken, and sexual health is not openly 
discussed due to cultural and traditional 
norms in society.  
 
Incorrect information has the potential 
to create misunderstanding in the youth, 
making them less likely to adopt healthy 
practices and attitudes toward sex, 
enabling them to maintain lifelong sexual 
health.
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V.3 Existing sexual 
education

[83] FLE, or sex  
education refers to  
a broad program 
designed to impart
knowledge/training 
regarding values, 
attitudes, and practices 
affecting family  
relationships.

V.3.(a) Initiated by the Government

From the Western countries like the United States 
to Southeast Asian countries like India, sexuality 
education has been a topic source of controversies, 
public debates, and political discussion of a wider 
variety. In recent times, two successive Indian 
governments have grappled with the issue and have 
also been under pressure due to political viewpoints, 
proposed policies, and initiatives on sexuality 
education programs for children. Public discussions 
on this topic are frequently fueled by religious, social, 
and cultural values while receiving scant scientific 
attention.

Sex is a susceptible subject, and public discussion 
on sexual matters is considered a taboo in Indian 
society. Given this context, introducing sex education 
at the school level always attracted objections and 
apprehensions from many quarters. Sex education 
at the school level has attracted strong objections 
andapprehension from all areas of the society,
including parents, teachers, and politicians, with 
its provision banned in six states, which include 
Maharashtra, Gujarat, Rajasthan, Madhya Pradesh, 
Chhattisgarh, and Karnataka. Legislators contend 
that it corrupts the youth and offends «Indian 
values» leading to promiscuity, experimentation, and 
irresponsible sexual behavior. Some opponents argue 
that sex education has no place in a country such  
as India with its rich cultural traditions and ethos.

Concerning the structure of the current national 
programs in India, it exists one incorporate in the 
Indian curriculum is termed adolescent FLE[83] and 
was proposed National AIDS Control Organization 
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and the Ministry of Human Resources and 
Development. This program aims to develop 
the qualities and attitudes on which successful 
family life depends. The real purpose behind 
family life/sex education is the transfiguration of 
a male child into manhood and of a female child 
into womanhood. The education that provides 
knowledge on physical, social, moral, behavioral, 
and psychological changes and developments 
during puberty is termed as Adolescent Family Life 
Education. It teaches adolescents about the role of 
boys and girls in family and society, responsibility 
and attitude of boys and girls towards each other, 
etc. within the social context. Many psychologists 
believe that sex education begins at an early age 
and continues throughout the life of an individual.
 
The purpose of sex education should be to 
facilitate the best possible integration between 
the physical, emotional, and mental aspects of 
the personality, and the best possible assimilation 
between the individuals and the groups. It also 
provides essential information about conception, 
contraception, and sexually transmitted diseases, it 
is considered as a continuous process of developing 
attitudes, values, and understanding regarding all 
situations and relationships in which people play
roles as males or females.

The primary objectives of the FLE are to develop 
emotionally stable children and adolescents who 
feel sufficiently secure and adequate to make 
decisions regarding their conduct without being 
carried away by their emotions. And to provide 
sound knowledge not only of the physical aspects 
of sexual behavior but also its psychological and

sociological aspects, so that sexual experience 
will be viewed as a part of the total personality of 
the individual. Finally, to develop attitudes and 
standards of conduct that will ensure that young 
people and adults will determine their sexual and 
other behavior by considering its long-range effects 
on their personal development, the good of other
individuals, and the welfare of society as a whole.

To resume this program includes, more specifically, 
the following topics: human sexual anatomy, sexual 
reproduction, reproductive health, reproductive 
rights and responsibilities, emotional relations, 
contraception, and other aspects of human sexual 
and nonsexual behavior.

As regards the shortcoming of the program, two 
nationally representative extensive household 
surveys done in India in the last decade have shed 
light on the knowledge, attitudes, and practices of 
the adolescents towards Family Life Education, and 
there appears to be a substantial unmet need in 
adolescent sexual and reproductive health. 
 
A retrospective study analyzed data from District 
Level Household and Facility Survey(approximately 
1.6 lakh unmarried women were interviewed using 
a structured interview schedule), and the Youth 
Study in India (approximately 51 thousand married 
and unmarried young women and men were 
interviewed) carried out between 2007-2008  
and 2006-2007. According to it, 80% of the 
unmarried women in the age range of 15-24 years 
perceived the importance of Family Life Education 
(FLE). More than half of them felt that it should be 
initiated from the 8th class onwards.  
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The majority of the sample surveyed felt that 
FamilyLife Education should be imparted by 
parents followed by teachers in schools and 
colleges and then siblings, although men preferred 
teachers to parents for proffering FLE. Amongst 
those who perceived the need for FLE, only half 
of them received the same, thereby reflecting a 
massive chasm in service delivery, and 50% of 
these participants received the FLE from schools 
or colleges. Women who received FLE had a better 
awareness of various reproductive health issues in 
comparison to those who did not receive FLE.

These findings from those two nationally 
representative samples highlight the substantial
unmet need for adolescent reproductive 
health education amongst the youth. It is also 
demonstrated that sex education implemented  
in some schools has been adopted with a 
conservative approach. 

This first example of programs demonstrates to us 
that the Indian government seems to acknowledge 
the importance of giving young people in school 
information for their physical, emotional, and 
psychological development. Here are some other 
programs that are currently ongoing:

RASHTRIYA KISHOR SWASTHYA KARYAKRAM 
(RKSK):

This program was launched as a health program 
for adolescents in the age group of 10-19 years old 
in January 2014. The fundamental principles of 
this program are «adolescent participation and 
leadership, equity and inclusion, gender equity 
and strategic partnerships with other sectors and 
stakeholders.» 
 
The program envisions enabling «all adolescents 
in India to realize their full potential by making 
informed and responsible decisions related to their 
health and well being and by accessing the services 
and support they need to do so».  
 
It aims to focus on a more holistic model with the 
introduction of community-based interventions 
through peer educators, and it is underpinned 
by collaborations with other ministries and state 
governments.

The main objectives of RKSK are to improve 
nutrition, improve sexual and reproductive
health, enhance mental health, prevent injuries  
and violence, and prevent substance misuse.  
The program comprehensively addresses the  
health needs of the 243 million adolescents.

ADOLESCENCE EDUCATION PROGRAMME (AEP):

It is a program conducted by the National Council 
of Educational Research and Training (NCERT) in 
partnership with the Ministry of Human Resource 
Development (MHRD) and the United Nations 
Population Fund (UNFPA). This program is a 
significant initiative within the more considerable 
quality Improvement in schools scheme of MHRD.
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The vision of Adolescence Education is that 
adolescents should be recognized as a valuable 
resource that:

 «Needs to be respected and appreciated rather 
than being treated as a problem» . 

For them, the program should:

«Enable adolescents to articulate their issues, 
know their rights, counter, shame and fear, 
build self-esteem and confidence, and develop 
the ability to take on responsibility for self, 
relationships and to an extent the society 
around them.»

Concerning their strategy of implementation:  
their interventions include support for integration 
of life skills and adolescent’s concerns in the 
learning materials of the National Institute of  
Open Schooling (NIOS) at the secondary level. 
 
Moreover, this program component works 
through a training approach that has created a 
school system and board-specific master trainers 
who orient teachers who are further entrusted 
with the responsibility of transacting life skills-
based education to school students (classes 8, 
9 and 11, ages 13 through 18) using interactive 
methodologies.

It is important to mention that sexuality education 
can be perceived as a fundamental human right 
that falls under the broader title «reproductive 
rights.»  This right has been emphasized by 
reputable NGO’s such as the Family Planning 
Association of India and the International  
Planned Parenthood Federation as well as the 
World Association for Sexual Health (WAS).

Furthermore, the recent revision to the  
WAS Declaration of Sexual Right, in 2004 
emphasizes the right to education and the  
right to comprehensive sexuality education  
that everyone has the right to education  
and comprehensive sexuality education.
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Even if programs as FLE, AEP,  
or RKSK existing and implemented, 
it seems that it still has a substantial 
unmet need for sex education in 
India amongst the youth. But also 
to keep pace with the current day 
and age of Information, technology, 
tremendous efforts need tobe exacted 
from clinicians, social scientists, 
and policymakers in providing 
comprehensive sex education as 
intra-curricular and extracurricular 
programs keeping in mind cultural
beliefs and social taboo.
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V.3.(b) Initiated by the NGOs and alternatives

On their sides, NGOs and others, several 
professional organizations are implemented 
extensive mass media and interpersonal 
communication on various aspects of STD/ HIV/ 
AIDS, ect.

UNICEF, WHO:

On a global scale, we can quote organizations 
like UNICEF and WHO, which have advocated for 
greater emphasis on menstrual health and hygiene 
in adolescent females of developing countries. 

Interestingly, adolescent Indian females seem 
to be relatively inquisitive and keen on receiving 
menstrual health education and promotion. More 
excellent knowledge about sexuality is one possible 
solution for this unmet reproductive health need of 
adolescent females in India.

TARSHI:

At the national scale, a prominent NGO working 
actively in the field and knows a major actor in 
providing sexual education to the youth in the 
country is Tarshi («Talking About Reproductive 
and Sexual Health Issues »). It is a registered NGO 
based in New Delhi, founded in 1996.

They work towards expanding sexual and 
reproductive choices in people’s lives to enable 
them to enjoy freedom from fear, infection, and 
reproductive and sexual health problems. 
 
TARSHI conducts training, develops publications, 
participates in public awareness and education 
initiatives, runs an info line, and provides 
technical support for advocacy  initiatives. 
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YP FOUNDATION: 

Another influential NGO is the YP Foundation, 
which is an important actor in the field. The
Youth Parliament or « The YP Foundation » is a 
support organization for young people in
India founded in 2007.

«The YP Foundation is a youth run and led 
organization that supports and develops youth
leadership to advance rights of young women, girls 
and other marginalized youth.»

Their vision is to ensure that young people’s human 
rights are realized, and they believe that to address 
this; young people must be empowered themselves. 
The aim of empowering young people is to increase 
their access to information and services, focusing
on helping them understand and realize their 
rights.

Concerning their strategy, they work with young 
people to help them create programs, advocate 
for, and understand those rights. One of their 
main objectives is to strengthen young people’s 
engagement with policy-making at local, national, 
regional, and international levels through several 
programs.



164

Part 5: Why sexual education is needed in India?

On a smaller scale, other NGOs or alternatives are 
also playing an essential role in expanding sexual 
education. It will be impossible to list all of them, 
but it is essential to notice that, whatever the scale 
of action, every intervention, contribution are to 
take into consideration. 

To give an insight into their actions, bellow two 
examples: one acting at the urban scale, in Pune 
and another one at a rural scale, around Udaipur.

PRAYAS:

PRAYAS (Initiatives in Health, Energy, Learning, 
and Parenthood) is a non-governmental,
non-profit organization based in Pune, India.

Prayas Health Group was formally launched in 
1994 as an organization working in the field of HIV/
AIDS. They work with children, adolescents as well 
as adults including pregnant women and provide 
awareness regarding HIV/AIDS, training, creation  
of educational material, informationdissemination, 
counseling, care and support facility for people 
with HIV, child care, prevention of mother to child 
transmission (PMTCT), research, advocacy, and 
networking.

In their vision, they believe that: « if equipped 
with adequate information, sound analysis, and 
necessary skills, even disadvantaged sections of 
society can tackle their problems
and shape their own future.»

A part of their strategy, they have chosen to develop 
creative and reader-friendly education material 
as can demonstrate one of their last project «Safe 
Journeys,» which is a mini web series posted which 
explores the matters of love, relationships, intimacy 
and sexuality, post on Youtube. 

They defined it as a « techno-peer » project. The 
content of the videos is based on insights that 
they collected during the study they collected. The 
interviews they have done revealed a strong need 
for unprejudiced, scientifically accurate discourse 
on matters of sexuality to help young people make 
informed choices to maintain their sexual health. 
The narratives in their videos are fictional  
and crafted to raise specific issues. Through  
the Techno-peer project, they aim to create  
a discourse about a more positive approach  
towards sexuality and sexual health.

Vikalp Design:

Vikalpdesign is located at Udaipur and works 
in the area of social. Since 1988, they designed 
visuals, sensitive to cultural and societal norms for 
nonliterate and low literate audiences. Through 
interactive communication, Vikalpdesign seeks to 
encourage individual action and empower young 
women and men to share their knowledge with
others in the community.

Their niche area is sexual and reproductive health 
communication for rural adolescents. For what 
they design and develop communication products, 
conduct workshops for rural audiences on sexual 
health. Moreover, they also conduct training to 
form health educators.
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Now that we have seen the implication of Government, 
NGOs, and other alternatives providing sex education, 
it seems that parents are missing from the picture. 
First, we will try to understand why they are not 
talking to their children, and second why those 
discussions are needed.
 
 
V.3.(c) Role of the parents

Sexuality, most of the time, is not discussing, because 
for many parents and their children the prospect of 
talking about topics related to sexuality creates anxiety 
and apprehension, and this may lead to avoidance of 
discussions.

The source of anxiety comes fist from ignorance. 
Indeed parents are maybe not knowing the answers, 
not knowing the correct language to use but also the 
fear of being wrong, corrected, and having different 
answers than other parents, adults. Sometimes, they 
are also scared of saying too much and providing 
more information than the child is ready for. Or 
revealing too much personal information. It can 
also be explained by the fear of difficult questions 
on how are babies are made, about contraception, 
fertility, abortion, pregnancy, etc. Or even about prior 
relationships, separation, divorce, death, etc. Discover, 
finding out something unknown about the child as 
that he is already sexually active, uses contraception, 
or had an abortion. Or that he has experienced abuse 
or vulnerability to abuse, that is LGBTQIA or that he 
has been exposed to pornography, has «sexted» or 
sentexplicit language or photos via social media,ect. 
 It can also be elements of reason  to avoid 
conservation with their children.

Another important aspect is the discomforting nature 
of this discussion, which can lead to embarrassment, 
shame, or fear. Also, the fear of teen’s reaction and 
perception is something that can slow the parents 
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[84] From the article,
Sex education for 
children: Why  
parents should talk  
to their kids about 
sex?
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from addressing this discussion. The importance 
of parents in all aspects of adolescent development 
cannot be overstated, but their role in sexual 
education is crucial. Parents are the single most 
significant influence on their adolescents’ decisions 
about sex, and parents underestimate the impact 
they have on their decisions.

In this way, starting to talk about it early with 
appropriate information is essential. Indeed
curiosity about sex is a natural step from learning 
about the body. Sex education helps kids 
understand about the body and helps them  
feel positive about their bodies. Younger kids are 
interested in pregnancy and babies, rather than the 
mechanics of sex.

In this way, discussing sex is also part of starting 
open communication with the child. Earlier, 
honest and open communication between parents 
and kids is essential, in particular when the child 
becomes an adolescent. If the communication on 
matters related to sexuality is «normal,» kids are 
more likely to speak with their parents about all the 
trials of adolescence, such as anxiety, depression, 
relationships, sexual issues but also about other 
sensitive topics as the use of drugs or alcohol.
Indeed the best sex education strategy is to begin 
a conversation about sex early and continuing that 
conversation as the child grows. It also permits the 
parents to avoid giving «one big» and unportable 
talk when the child reaches adolescence.

However, it is important that parents ensure that 
when they talk with their children about sex, they 
have the right information. Parents should be a 
child’s first source of information about sex, and 
understanding correct information can protect 
children from risky behavior as they grow up.
Sexual education should not be diabolized or 
categorize as « bad » because this learning
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is essential, and if parents do not teach their 
children about sex, they will learn about it from 
somewhere else. Moreover, a child’s exposure to 
information about sex begins much earlier than 
many parents imagine. Not speaking with children 
about sex means parents will have little control 
over what and how they learn about sex.  
 
Moreover, parents mustn’t only rely on the school 
system to teach sex education, even more in India. 
Indeed depending on the state, sex education may 
not even be available.Furthermore, if the child 
received this education, it is essential to review it 
with him and ask them what they have learned.

Another important aspect that needs to be 
understood is that sex education is safer than
no sex education. Furthermore, it does not lead  
to promiscuity. Children who receive sex education 
at home are less likely to engage in risky sexual 
activity. Indeed having open communications  
with children about sex and other matters is 
healthy and safer in the long run. However, this 
does not necessarily mean it will be easy, or 
without awkward moments, teens are still  
very private people. Nevertheless, speaking  
about sex early increases the chance that teens 
will approach parents when difficult or dangerous 
things come up.
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Now that we have reviewed the current existing 
sexual education providing by the Government,  
the NGOs, and the role of the parents into it. We 
will expand our study to the existing policies, laws 
to protect the children, and their rights that have  
been implemented by the Government.

As detailed, in Part II, it is also exists, law  
and policies that address other issues related  
to children and adolescents as the prohibition  
of the child marriage, the prevention of  
early marriage, the immoral traffic prevent,   
the prevention of sexual harassment,  
the prohibition of dowry. 

But  first, to initiate proper laws, the Government 
recognizes that adolescents have different and 
unique needs depending on their marital status, 
work status, place of residence, and gender.  
 
After taking into account those factors, they 
initiated several adolescents- specific policies  
and programs on the sexual and reproductive 
 needs of adolescents. Here are some examples:
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National Population Policy, 2000:

Launched in by the Ministry of Health  
and Family Welfare. It has recognized the 
adolescents need access to sexual and 
reproductive health-related information, 
counseling, and services that are affordable 
and easily accessible. It was a significant 
step in the way to understand the youth 
and addressing adaptable and reliable 
information to the youth.

To continue, more than highlighted 
the special needs of adolescents, they 
also recognize the need for information 
dissemination among school and college-
going youth on issues related to sexual  
and reproductive health, contraception,  
and safe sex.

National AIDS Prevention and Control  
Policy, 2002:

Following the same line, as the example 
above, the National AIDS Prevention and 
Control Policy, in 2002, reiterates the need to 
provide info on HIV, including the source of 
infection and to promote sex safe at school 
and college level through curricular and 
extracurricular activities.

V.4 Existing laws, policies
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One crucial action conducted by the Ministry  
of youth affairs and thanks to the of the
Exposure Draft National Youth Policy was  
the change of age bracket age of adolescent  
to 16-30 years with specific subgroups.  
With the same understanding as each group 
has a district need, and all groups are not 
homogenous.

The National Youth Policy, 2013:

In 2013, The National Youth Policy decided  
to expand the youth bracket to 13-35 years  
old and recognized adolescents aged 13-19  
as a particular group with special needs. 
 
They advocate specialized programs for 
them, and the Policy reiterates the need for 
«adolescents friendly clinics» to provide 
counseling and treatment.
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As detailed above, it seems to have laws, policies, 
and programs initiated by the Government 
already existing; they not seem to be correctly 
implemented in the country.

Indeed the gap between laws, policy, and their 
implementation is the major limitation of the
health system created by the Government. 
 
The consequence is a poor implementation  
of programs. The existing system of health does 
not recognize the diverse needs of youth, and this 
is another reason that explains why the system is 
facing difficulties. 
 
Indeed, the Government taking specific action 
to raise adolescent’s awareness of sexual and 
reproductive health matters and has implemented 
matters several programs, but they implement 
them in school. The result is that it is leaving out  
a large number of out-school adolescents, 
dropouts, the poor, or the socially excluded.

Add to this, the fact that the programs initiated 
are most likely to reach young girls, and they are 
neglecting the role of young boys, but they also 
need these programs, and it is essential to let know 
the vulnerabilities faced by this group.  They also 
face disadvantages, and it is crucial to provide  
them access to information and health care 
services. Awareness for both genders is essential  
to develop equitable gender attitudes among  
them.
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V.5 Limitations

Another primary fail of the health system is that a 
large part of the youth population is not aware of 
the laws that protect them and promote the sexual 
and reproductive health of young people. Initiate 
implantation of different programs to address the 
healthcare needs of the young, it is a good starting 
point, but it is not enough. 
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To conclude, there is a commitment 
from the Government to address the 
individual needs and concerns of 
adolescents but the gap remains. 

The Health system in India is limited 
since adolescent has limited access to 
the info ration and access to health 
care services. This gap is significant in 
ensuring that adolescents maintain 
good sexual and reproductive health.
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The current health system is not 
often conducive or supportive 
of providing unbiased services 
to youth. The primary reason is 
that the health system existing 
is not adapted to the unmet need 
that varies from the situation of 
teenagers: married, unmarried. 
As explained before the young 
people face several barriers to 
ensuring positive sexual health 
outcomes at the individual, 
family, and community level  
as well as at the health system. 

conclusion
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There is a need to address  
those barriers

conclusion
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Furthermore, it is why the 
policymakers and stakeholders 
should plan health programs  
on sexuality education for 
adolescents in India. 

Informed and evidence-based 
decisionmaking for appropriate 
policies and scientific sexuality 
education programs have the 
potential to serve the youth 
and have a healthy young 
population.

conclusion
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Conclusion

Part 1: Sexual Education and Adolescents; 
Part 2: Sexuality through History; 
Part 3: Sexuality at the community-family level; 
Part 4: Barriers at the Individual level;
Part 5: Why sexual education is needed in India?
Part 6: Conclusion
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Culture is a mixture of many beliefs and practices. 
The sati system and child marriage are also part of 
«culture», but people generally do not demand that 
these practices be restored. Just because something  
was part of a culture does not make it right, and its 
absence from the culture does not make it wrong. 
Nevertheless, we should start talking about the 
problems and highlighting the grey areas that have 
created ignorance, poor health and many social ills  
such as arranged marriages, rape, divorce, lack of 
respect for women and child abuse.

Only when we, as individuals are able to talk about the 
subject of sexuality without inappropriate social stigma
 make progress as a society in educating young minds 
about sex and reproductive health. Even health care 
institutions and professionals lack the knowledge 
and comfort to discuss issues related to sexuality, 
demonstrating the weakness and inadequacy of the 
existing health care system.

Context, society, mentalities are changing and new 
generations of Indians are trying to define sexuality 
rather than being influenced by external or even foreign 
factors. Re-appropriation of sexuality by young people 
is necessary.

Part 6: Conclusion
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Already a cross-section of Indian people who have 
experienced and have adjusted themselves to less 
dogmatic and prosperous Western societies and their 
behavior patterns and views reflect the fact that a 
healthier sexual approach to our lives is ultimately 
healthier for our well-being.

Besides, the culture is changing and evolving. The  
notion of culture also changes in schools, and now  
many teachers are integrating the latest technologies 
and asking their students to go online. New courses 
have been introduced in schools to keep up with the 
skills required of young people in the coming years. 

If this healthier approach is followed and encouraged 
eventually Indian people after 1 or 2 decades, when 
they will become all formally educated, socially 
emancipated, have slightly more space and time,  
will find that open dialogue on gender issues,  
sexuality,  etc is «normal» and acceptable.
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So  
why  
not 
sexuality 
education? 



183



184

Thanks to my research through my dissertation,  
I develop in parralel my end of studies project, 
where my positionning as a designer is to brigde 
the communication gap on issues related to 
sexuality, reproductive health between parents and 
adolescents at home. Following this idea,  
my design axis is to surround the parents
in the process of « ice-breaking » by guiding  
them with starting points on how to approach
sensitive topic with their adolescents. 

My project has guide parents to initiate discussion, 
regardless of their child’s gender, to create a 
«comfort zone» as a free space to talk. And help 
the parents to deepen and develop their own 
knowledge. It will give parents communication 
skills and enable them to initiate preventive 
discussion or answer questions from teenagers. 
But also to encourage parents to understand and 
ask questions about the teenager’s concerns and to 
surround him or her in case of problems.

During the process, we were asked to submit three 
project ideas, and I will present them to you and 
tell you which one is selected to go further.

The first is a card game as a tool for communication 
to promote dialogue between parents and 
adolescents on issues related to sexuality.  The 
game elaborate on the most asked questions 
by young people but also on the feelings they 
experience and things they face as they grow up.

VI.2 End of Studies Project

The second is a symbolic game based on situations 
that occur in everyday life. Players will have to 
play a role and see the situation in the eyes of the 
character. This game allows to engage in discussion 
but also to generate preventive behaviour. This 
educational game will allow children to feel what 
others think and to measure the effect of a sentence 
or a behaviour. It allows them to make mistakes in 
a safe environment, analyze them and anticipate 
the consequences of a situation and work on habits. 
But also to develop interactivity and spontaneity.

The third project is a book for future parents 
that develops a situation to first make the reader 
think, to give him/her more in-depth knowledge. 
And finally to give him/her clues and, pointers 
on how to address the topic to a children or to an 
adolescent. This project can be combined with one 
of the two projects above in the form of a pamphlet 
for parents.

The project I have selected is the symbolic game 
based on situations. The approach of the game with 
the role-play around the situation is for me, the 
one that best fits the Indian context. The game will 
be educative and will aim to demystify knowledge 
about the body. The approach will focus on the 
care, health and safety of the youth.
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