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as a party to the Cartagena Protocol and 
a centre of origin and diversity of brinjal, 
should therefore be cautious and not 
approve commercialisation of genetically 
engineered variety of brinjal.

When we look at the strategy of the 
multinational biotechnology companies 
in this region, the plan laid out by the 
agribusiness lobby and the US becomes 
quite clear. Bangladesh is being targeted 
for these operations by USAID, as it does 
not have the adequate infrastructure for 
implementation of GM crop fi eld trials and 
the biosafety measures are not in place. 
Its economy is also highly vulnerable to 
external pressures. The risk perception, 
risk management as well as risk com-
munication skills are vitally needed 
while conducting any high-technology 

operation. B vendors of this type of 
high-technology owners often choose 
those clients who are least prepared to 
deal with them.

Meanwhile, clandestine operations by 
pro-GM forces may surface again in 
I ndia as parliamentary elections draw 
near. The Agriculture Minister Sharad 
Pawar has clearly sided with the GM crop 
lobby. But hundreds of Indian scientists 
have written to Prime Minister Manmo-
han Singh, asking him to ensure that 
government heeds the voice of science 
and accepts the recommendations of the 
Supreme Court appointed technical ex-
pert committee. The developments in 
Bangladesh are an eye opener for many 
of them. But perhaps what is needed 
most of all is the formation of a platform 

at a regional level where south Asian 
and south-east Asian countries can 
come together and collectively deal 
with this type of threat. Sooner they 
realise that the impact of GM technology 
goes beyond borders, the better it is 
for them.
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Sex and the Signal-free Corridor
Towards a New Feminist Imaginary

Lata Mani

This article refl ects on the idea of 
the city shared alike by feminism 
and neo-liberalism and its 
regrettable implications for how 
the question of women’s sexual 
freedom is articulated and 
defended. It argues that feminist 
discourse is in need of being 
rethought and proposes that 
such rethinking will require 
taking critical distance from the 
neo-liberal paradigm and its 
notion of freedom, as also 
broadening the scope of feminism 
to address existential issues facing 
young women and men today.

In The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis 
Bonaparte, Karl Marx writes that his-
tory repeats itself fi rst as tragedy and 

then as farce.1 But when farce repeats 
 itself ad infi nitum, what then? We revert, 
I submit, to tragedy. In this article, I 
would like to think about the regrettable 
entanglement of our discourse as femi-
nists with the ruling paradigm of the 
present. Feminism conceives of itself as 
an oppositional force. In crucial ways it 
is. Society would be radically different if 
women were treated as equal to men 
and if all women were treated as equal 
to each other. So let us grant that at 
the very outset.

Idea of the City

The entanglement to which I would like to 
draw attention in light of the ongoing 
discussion of violence against women 
is the idea of the city (of urbanisation 
more broadly) shared alike by those 
who support neo-liberalism and those, 
including feminists, who are critical of 
it. This is the notion that urbanisation 
by its very nature signals increased 

freedom for all individuals, but espe-
cially, for women. Liberating women 
from the traditional structures and 
strictures which have hemmed them in, 
urbanisation is seen to make possible 
new kinds of mobility, enabling access 
to a wider range of public spaces and 
ways of being. 

There is much truth in this characteri-
sation but, as we know, it is not the whole 
story. Women continue to be harassed, 
assaulted and disciplined in cities. Indeed, 
the very idea of the city as the space of 
“freedom” sets the stage for making city 
women vulnerable to sexual violence. 
Several notions converge to f acilitate 
this being the case. First the modern 
sense of freedom is closely tied to the 
idea of individual self-determination, and 
given the centrality conferred on sexua-
lity to the notion of self in  modernity, 
to individual sexual self- determination. 
That said, sex continues to retain the 
taint of the illicit and risqué, either 
explicitly as in the rhetoric of social con-
servatives, or else, implicitly as in the 
assumed radicalism of sexual permissive-
ness (after all why would an integral 
aspect of humanness be considered 
“radical” unless still shadowed by the 
sense of impropriety). As I have  argued 
elsewhere, both sides conceive of sex as 
irrepressible.2 For conservatives this 
makes disciplining sex crucially ne ce ssary; 
for those who consider themselves to be 
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sexually progressive, ridiculous and 
doomed to fail.

Sexuality-Freedom-Pleasure-
Danger Nexus

For our present purposes what is impor-
tant to note is that the sexuality-freedom-
pleasure-danger nexus is part and parcel 
of the modern construct of the city. This is 
why freedom in the context of city life 
connotes pleasure as well as danger. 
When freedom is understood in this way, 
in a patriarchal context, men’s freedom 
virtually assures women’s vulnerability. 
These linkages and ideas are the staple of 
popular culture, advertising, etc, and 
frame women’s experience of city life.

It will be noted that what I have said 
thus far equally describes women’s 
experience of the Indian city in the 1980s. 
Is the present, then, merely repeating 
history as farce or is there something 
that distinguishes it? Put another way, is 
there something specifi cally neo-liberal 
going on in the present time?

The city is a crucial site for neo- 
liberalism: not just for its political economy 
– investments, markets, etc – but for its 
symbolic economy. It is the staging 
ground for neo-liberalism’s imagined 
 future. Raw materials may be extracted 
from the rural interior, but it is upon the 
city that neo-liberalism unleashes its 
fantasies of chrome and glass buildings, 
unhindered vehicular mobility, corpora-
tised urban governance and lifestyles 
yoked at one end to work and hyper- 
consumption and at the other to work 
and immiseration. It is in the city that 
one most forcefully encounters the new 
nationalism of “free markets”, consum-
erism as a means of combining personal 
gratifi cation with contributing to eco-
nomic growth, and aspiration as the 
glue that binds an unequal polity.

Neo-liberalism is not merely an eco-
nomic force, but one with profound 
sociocultural consequences. It ushers in 
a new form of life. Urban areas are vital 
to this project not just in terms of their 
market potential, but in the creation of 
new subjectivities, especially among 
yo uth, the educated and professional 
classes. If this segment of society can be 
captured cognitively an ideological vic-
tory is assured. An economically harsh, 

socially disruptive, ecologically disastrous 
set of policies can masquerade as libera-
tion from the economic and sociocultural 
restrictions of the past, and relatedly, as 
heralding a desirable future. It is here 
that the idea of personal freedom gath-
ers specifi c charge and content. “Free-
dom” comes to be represented by the 
young, desiring, unfettered subject able 
to choose his or her path, partner and 
forms of consumption, constrained nei-
ther by tradition nor any other material 
factor. Unrestrained choice and o bstacle-
free mobility comes to be  woven into the 
very ideal of freedom.

Power of Ideal

The power of an ideal does not lie in the 
degree to which it is achievable but in 
the way it shapes a particular imagina-
tion of the world and a specifi c disposi-
tion towards it. In this regard we may 
note how this defi nition asks us to 
 embrace the impossible. Unrestrained 
choice would require the absence of any 
context, any personal, social or material 
limits and the ability to control our envi-
ronment. But we live in an interdepend-
ent world with fi nite resources, in obdu-
rate sociocultural contexts that we are 
compelled to negotiate at every turn, 
and within a matrix of possibilities 
shaped by these constraints as well as 
our personal inclinations, strengths and 
weaknesses. The neo-liberal ideal requires 
us to treat as immaterial the world in 
which we live and the actual basis upon 
which we craft our lives. It would have 
us believe that we can remake ourselves 
and our surroundings according to our 
desires, just as it strives to remake socie-
ties and economies in  accordance with 
the profi t motive. Unrealisable though it 
may be this fantasy domesticates the 
logic of the market, the driving force 
of neo-liberal ideology. It enhances the 
desirability of money which is crucial to 
maximising opportunity and minimis-
ing constraint. It valorises control over 
self and environment and attributes 
value to the ability to muster such pow-
er. Most signifi cantly, it serves to detach 
the individual from his or her physical 
environment, to confi gure desire around 
an abstract notion of who, what and 
where we are and could be. This inclines 

us towards creating and inhabiting self-
contained universes, customised auditory 
and social worlds of our own making. 
The working classes are able to achieve 
this to some degree with cell phones 
and music heard through headphones, 
while those with resources can more 
easily insulate themselves with smart 
phones, Ipods, air-conditioned cars and 
gated communities.

The cut and thrust, discomfort and 
challenge of collective life begin to feel 
like an intrusion into the space of a free-
dom increasingly envisaged in personal 
and individual terms. The signal-free 
corridor indifferent to the multiple, criss-
crossing currents of human and vehicu-
lar traffi c is a spatialisation of this ten-
dency; the startling absence of aware-
ness of one’s environment evident today 
among many urban youth regardless of 
class position, and the greater evidence 
of rebellion by youth of all social classes 
against curbs on personal freedom and 
choice are examples of its impact on sub-
jectivity. This ideological conjunction 
compels us to urgently rethink the 
grounds of our interventions whether in 
making cities safe for women or defend-
ing young women and men under attack 
by vigilante groups.

Body, Desire and Sexuality

As a very fi rst step we need to rethink 
the binary way in which we have tended 
to pose the problem: as a confl ict 
b etween an aggrieved feudal patriarchy 
violently defending its prerogative to 
control women and youth, and a liberat-
ing modernity which allows both the 
possibility of discovering themselves as 
individuals. This was the dominant res-
ponse to the Mangalore pub attacks. 
However, this view insuffi ciently grasps 
the multidimensionality of our present 
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circumstances. Neo-liberal ideology 
aggre ssively constructs the subjecthood 
of the modern individual as one in which 
sex, desire and consumption are thor-
oughly fused. In this context, we need to 
examine and disentangle the relations 
between body, desire and sexuality as 
they are imagined, experienced and 
lived by young women and men today. 
A key insight of feminist thought has 
been that gender and sexuality are not 
natural but social constructs. When we 
argue against vigilantism solely on the 
basis of a rights discourse we naturalise 
sexual desire. We imply that sex merely 
needs to be rescued from the repressive 
regime of a feudal patriarchy; that no in-
quiry is necessary as to how we have 
come to understand and experience it 
today. We fail to confront neo-liberal-
ism’s valorisation of sex and sexual de-
sire and the implications of this for the 
relationship of women and men to their 
bodies, sexuality and sexual health. 

Commodifi cation of Sex

The present context calls on us to develop 
an analysis that can attend equally to how 
the feudal/traditional and the modern/

neo-liberal function as disciplinary vectors. 
After all the pressure to be sexually active 
is as much of an imposition as the 
requirement that we be discrete, man-
nered, perhaps a little ashamed of our de-
sires, and treat heterosexual sex as funda-
mentally tied to reproduction within mo-
nogamy. In practical terms, this might 
translate into workshops on sex and sex 
education for women and men as key to 
any effort to make the city safe. Self-
knowledge is as, if not more, important 
as knowledge of laws and rights. 

The commodifi cation of sex and of 
human relations more generally has 
meant that sex has become performative 
in a way different from the past. Today 
it is an aspect of one’s public identity. 
Not s urprising then that there are so 
many instances of sexual encounters 
being fi lmed and shared whether in 
order to show off, embarrass, humiliate 
or blackmail. Any intervention that does 
not critically engage this new landscape 
is bound to be, at best, partial and off the 
mark. At worst, it unwittingly affi rms a 
cynical construct of human life that 
serves the interests of global and 
domestic capital.

We have acted as if we can reject the 
economics of capitalist modernity while 
welcoming the way it loosens the social 
and familial structures that have con-
strained us. But the two are intimately 
tied and we are required to confront the 
contradiction and imagine another way 
forward. Politics is the struggle for a form 
of life that is ethical, fulfi lling and sus-
tainable. The processes of objectifi cation 
intrinsic to consumerism have deeply 
distorted our relationships to self, other, 
environment. One way to challenge com-
modity culture (and it is a culture) is to 
thoroughly inhabit ourselves – body, 
mind and heart – becoming fully aware 
of who we are; equally of where we are. 
This would deprive prevailing abstrac-
tions of their potency. For their power is 
secured by our distractedness, by our in-
attention to the rich complexity and sen-
suousness of our lives and of the world 
around us. This is as true of the so-called 
“cultural” and “religious” abstractions 
beloved on the Right as of those that 
have become so normative as to seem 
“universal” and empty of culture, like 
“money”, “sex”, “desire”, “freedom”. To 
be aware of ourselves, of our locatedness 
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in time and space, is to embrace our em-
bodiment in a way that would be discom-
fi ting to the Right. It also makes us less 
vulnerable to neo-liberal bewitchment 
which after all also requires us to inhabit 
a fantasy world that only partially relates 
to the one in which we live and is, even 
then, at odds with it.

Framework Feminism

As a framework feminism is richly posi-
tioned to address the contradictory 
 effects of neo-liberalism not just for 
women, but for society as a whole. Femi-
nist scholarship has already advanced 
such an argument in relation to the colo-
nial period arguing that during this time 
p atriarchy was reconstellated, an idea 
applicable to the present. Equally  relevant 
are the following feminist ideas: the 
objectifi cation and commodifi cation 
of women, the problematic nature of 
choice and the ensuing complexity of 
agency, culture as a contested terrain, a 
non-absolutist notion of resistance that 
accommodates negotiation, ambivalence 
and even complicity. Women’s empow-
erment has generally been understood 
as unfolding within fl uid relations and 
requiring more than gender to be recast 
in the process.

How might we understand the failure 
of the women’s movement to adequately 
address certain aspects of present pre-
dicaments? Is it a legacy of the fact that 
the activist wing of the movement 
has primarily functioned in an anti-
state mode with a focus on demanding 
changes in law, given which cultural 
work has been a subsidiary, issue-specif-
ic enterprise? Does such a strategy 
become less effective in context of neo-
liberalism’s mass media machinery, 
especially given that it is accompanied 
by a shrinking of the public space availa-
ble for opposing perspectives? To what 
extent is feminist critique disarmed by a 
belief in the historical necessity of in-
dustrial modernity, of which neo-liberal 
globalisation is a contemporary avatar? 
Taken together, do these factors make 
the women’s movement more likely to 
address economic, political and legal 
issues in ways that fail to simultaneous-
ly engage existential questions posed by 
the seismic cultural dislocations of the 

past two decades (leaving the fi eld open 
to their distortion and exploitation by 
the Right)?

Whatever the reasons, in not taking 
up the strains and confusions that 
many young people confront in the 
pressure to be sexually liberated, fre-
quently inebriated, “fully-loaded”, eco-
nomically successful individuals, we make 
feminism irrelevant to a class fraction 
that could benefi t from its insights. In 
responding primarily in the language 
of “rights”, we bracket vital issues 
signalled in the alie nation felt by those 
excluded from this new elite, whether 
on account of their social, cultural, 
class, caste or linguistic background. 
Feminism’s strategy means that it has 
little to say to those (regardless of back-
ground) whose personal inclinations 
make them disinterested or dissatisfi ed 
with the aspirations and forms of be-
longing currently in vogue. Can we re-
think our imaginary so as to explicitly 
confront these dimensions of women’s 
and men’s experience? Can we oppose 
violence against women in public places 
without implicitly anchoring it in a 
notion of untrammelled freedom, an 
unrealistic presumption with little 
historical precedent? Is freedom only to 
be understood as the absence of con-
straint? If so, how does the feminist 
conception differ from the delusory log-
ic of capital? The interdependent condi-
tions of human existence make impos-
sible the negation of all constraint. We 
would readily agree that cultural and 
material factors condition and temper 
women’s relationship to social phenom-
ena and institutions. Indeed, it is in rec-
ognition of this that we argue, for ex-
ample, in  favour of specifi c legal safe-
guards for women. Yet at other times 
our discourse can manifest a seemingly 
absolutist  notion of freedom.

Conclusions

Several questions fl ow from an unequi-
vocal embrace of the reality of inter-
dependence. Among them are the fol-
lowing: What kinds of constraints are 
integral to our interdependence and 
inter- relationality and thus in need of 
 being woven into our conception of free-
dom and choice? And what can we deem 

as extraneous to this fact and simply evi-
dence of the exercise of power deemed 
socially or culturally legitimate? How 
does an acceptance of limits remake our 
understanding of responsibility and 
 response-ability? At the moment the 
onus for both is variously distributed be-
tween individuals, law enforcement and 
“society”.

Deepening the movement’s engage-
ment with ethical and existential con-
cerns widens its frame. We can defend 
the right of women to frequent pubs 
even while raising questions about the 
deleterious personal, familial and social 
consequences of associating alcohol con-
sumption with relaxation, freedom, 
choice and social approval. Likewise, 
the assault of young couples in public 
and private spaces can be challenged 
even while pointing out that romantic 
love is a social construct and that such 
relationships are not always chosen 
freely. The way is also paved for a fresh 
reconsideration of sex and sexuality, 
two domains that have accrued particu-
lar signifi cance in the present. Moving 
beyond relief at the decoupling of sex 
from reproduction and the pluralisation 
of genders and sexualities, we can posit 
sex and sexuality as organic to human 
life without requiring both to be in-
exhaustible sources of self-expression, 
pleasure and identity, unrealistic bur-
dens which bring sorrow, perplexity and 
self-doubt to many youth today.

Such a reorientation is integral to a 
conception of politics as the struggle for 
an alternate form of life. Feminism’s 
rele vance to the present does not need 
belabouring. But its discourse needs to 
be rethought. At its core this endeavour 
would involve taking critical distance 
from the norms of the ruling paradigm. 
For these require us to subscribe to ideas 
that are distortive, not merely in their 
understanding but in their consequences 
for our lives. 

Notes

1   To be precise, in the fi rst sentence of this essay, 
Marx building on Hegel wrote of historical per-
sonages not of history, though it is in terms of 
the latter that his remark is most often re-
called. Karl Marx, The Eighteenth Brumaire of 
Loius Bonaparte, 1852.

2   Lata Mani, “Sex” in The Integral Nature of 
Things: Object Lessons from the Present, 
Routledge, 2013, 101-08.
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