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Despite significant advancements in LGBTQ+ rights over the past few years, we have lost yet another
young life to queerphobia. A toxic culture of bullying and harassment continues to thrive unchecked in
our educational institutions

Trigger Warning: Childhood trauma, queerphobia

“This is not a suicide, this is an institutional murder,” Sayantan Datta, a queer-trans science writer and journalist based in Hyderabad, tells me, in a conversation
about the recent death by suicide of a 16-year-old DPS student in Faridabad.

Their words do not come as a surprise. After all, an emotional letter written by the boy to his mother, shortly before he died, was straightforward in assigning blame.
“This school has killed me,” he says, before adding, “I tried my best to live, but it seems like life wanted something else.”

The anguish in Sayantan’s voice deeply resonates with me. As we discussed our experiences of growing up queer in India, however, there was a looming sense of
exhaustion and frustration. Despite significant advancements in LGBTQ+ rights over the past few years, we have lost yet another young life to queerphobia. A toxic
culture of bullying and harassment continues to thrive unchecked in our educational institutions.

That frustration reappears constantly: In messages with friends from the LGBTQ+ community, on my Twitter timeline and in WhatsApp forwards. all demanding
justice.

How bullying, toxic masculinity and sexual assault drove a Class 10 boy to suicide

‘Could have been me’

What is entirely absent, however, is any element of surprise. There is an overwhelming feeling that ‘it could have been me’ running through every conversation I
have while putting together this piece.

Taunts, jibes, insults — like “baila”, “gandu”, “faggot” — come rushing back as stories blend into one another. Years of suppressed pain and humiliation, as we
navigate through the world with pride, resurface in one anecdote after another.

“[Seeing the news of the DPS student’s suicide] took me back to a disturbing time in my life, ” shares Aditya Tiwari, a young queer poet who grew up in Jabalpur.
“In school, I was on the verge of suicide. I had written a letter and sent it to my counselor, but she did nothing.” Aditya was teased for being effeminate, or
“flamboyant and fabulous”, as he now describes himself, and had classmates find his address and show up at the doorstep when nobody was home to hurl abuses
outside his window.

A toxic culture of bullying and harassment
continues to thrive unchecked in our
educational institutions

h

Aditya’s experience, unfortunately, is not unique. For most queer children, bullying is the norm rather than the exception and takes varying forms. Dalit trans activist
Grace Banu, for instance, has spoken out about how discrimination on the grounds of both gender and caste saw school authorities forbidding her from attending
school during normal hours and threatening to punish students for interacting with her.

Yet, bullying rarely ends at school. Since bullying is our first introduction to our own queerness, the imprint of shame and stigma continues to influence the ways in
which we negotiate our identity in subtle yet profound ways.

“For a long time, the vocabulary I used for myself was derived from bullying,” says Sayantan, who identified as gay and then queer before finding the label of ‘queer-
trans’ that felt like a better fit to describe their identity. “That is such a violent act, such a huge space of discomfort for me.”

Who you turn to

Where does bullying leave young queer people struggling to find acceptance today? What alternatives do we have to counter the trauma of discrimination and
prejudice?

Aditya found safe spaces in the queer parks of Jabalpur, in friends like cross dresser and sexual health activist Lara didi. Sayantan sought refuge in cisgender girls in
the classroom, and later on within friendships with those from different marginalised backgrounds. I found comfort in literature and cinema, poring over James
Baldwin’s Giovanni’s Room and watching Queer as Folk on repeat to reassure myself that I was not alone.

As I go through news articles and television debates around the passing away of the DPS Faridabad student, I can only hope that this will serve as an urgent wake up
call for reforms that are long overdue.

Why kids must know the difference between sex and sexuality

“Bullying in school is one thing, but we also need to address bullying by the state,” says Rohin Bhatt, a queer lawyer and co-founder of the Indian Bioethics Project.
“If the government is not supportive of queer people, schools themselves cannot be expected to take positive action.”

He points to objections raised against the progressive NCERT training manual on “Inclusion of Transgender Children in School Education” by the National
Commission for Protection of Child Rights and how government institutions actively oppose sensitisation around equal rights.

Change then needs to begin at the institutional level. While many, like Meghna Mehra, a writer and founder of the All India Queer Association, believe that teacher
training modules at the BEd level needs to include material on the LGBTQ+ community, others are firm in demanding that there need to be frameworks through
which teachers can be held accountable for failing to protect queer children. And there is a growing understanding that structural support systems — like helplines in
regional languages for children facing bullying and harassment — are the need of the hour.

We are constantly failing queer kids.
We need to tell them that everyone is normal,
that everyone deserves to exist in peace

Silver linings
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Amidst notes of despair, there are silver linings on the horizon. Rohin feels that several classmates who used to bully him have gone on to apologise over the past few

years, with some of them becoming his close friends. Aditya has published a book of his poetry, and Sayantan has created a vibrant community of transgender and

non-binary people working in STEM. Across the country, community organisations like Nazariya QFRG and activists like Kalki Subramaniam, have started working
with educators to transform classrooms into safer and more inclusive spaces.

But this isn’t the time for complacency. As I watch the video of the mother of the student from DPS Faridabad speaking out about the horrors of losing a child to
queerphobia, I am reminded of the constant violence faced by children who have been robbed of their childhood. I think back to the powerful, important plea that

Aditya shared with me in our conversation together:

“We are constantly failing queer kids. We need to tell them that everyone is normal, that everyone deserves to exist in peace.”

The writer is a Rhodes Scholar at the University of Oxford and the founder of Pink List India
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