
Without senses, we would not know we are alive. And with senses, we know how to live.

W
hen we think of ourselves, 
“s ex ” i s  not t he f i r st 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  t h a t 
comes to mind. Italians 

and Brazilians are clearly identified 
as sexual, but not Indians. Exotic 
perhaps, but certainly not sexy or 
sexual. 

But we are sexual beings. After all, 
we must engage in it more often than 
the average global citizen. We don’t 
believe in immaculate conception or 
divine intervention on a daily basis, 
so it must be the increased activity of 
sex that has procreated a population 
of a billion. 

When we arrive here from the place 
that shaped our sexual identity, we are 
in conflict with several worlds, includ-
ing our own. From the moment we 
step out of India, our conscious pur-
suits may be for money or knowledge, 
but our existence holds an intensely 

sexual dimension to it. One constant 
refrain at “foreign” student offices in 
universities around the country dur-
ing orientation programs is that the 
“foreigners” should not mis-interpret 
the friendliness of American women 
as anything more than that, an ex-
pression of casual friendliness. 

We migrate, or return home, in the 
Indian purushartha tradition — in 
pursuit of Artha (money) or Moksha 
(liberation), or with a grave sense of 
Dharma (duty) to self or family. The 
pursuit of the fourth Hindu life prin-
ciple, Kama (sensuality), is rarely 
touted. 

That is strange considering that 
we come from one of the most fertile 
lands in procreation. We bring with 
us a heritage of nude and erotic sculp-
tures and that great text Kamasutra, 
which preceded our arrival and intro-
duced us to the West. 

Despite the foolish ways we count time, there isn’t much of it  
we have until we can appreciate the capacity of our senses.

By Shekhar DeShpanDe
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n		sex This culture too is deeply uncomfortable with sex,  
beset with contradictions that are less rich and verge on hypocrisy.

We immigrants straddle many worlds, 
two of which form our frontiers of where 
we come from and where we are. The 
realm of sexuality — sex, sensuality 
and all things sexual — is not that pro-
nounced, But the codes and conflict of 
these worlds are at play in our family 
relations, our new social networks, per-
ceptions in the media, as well as in the 
motivation to make sense of it all. 

Our sexual identity is a mix of many 
worlds. It is a challenge that would have 
even befuddled Freud. The great Dean 
of sexuality could comprehend a nucle-
ar, patriarchal family, stable in a cul-
ture where patterns are predictable and 
desires are unchallenged beyond their 
norms. But is it possible to understand 
the various manifestations, reactions, 
implications and narratives of sexuality 
for immigrants, the people who oscil-
late between boundaries? 

India is a puzzle for those willing to 
think and a simple riddle for those bent 
on forming an opinion. The culture of 
sex and sexuality in India is far too dif-

ficult to be understood in all its dimen-
sions. There is the age-old conflict be-
tween tradition and modernity or the 
nativist and the commercial culture 
in India. We are coded in our sexual 
behavior. We shy away from pre-mari-
tal sex and sex education is taboo in 
schools. We seem to keep our distance 
from the other gender and that too, by 
limiting the movements and gestures 
of women in the family and the public 
space.

We are a prudish society that does not 
seem to know how to be comfortable 
with sex and sexuality, mutual gender 
or in shaping our desires into elegant 
or respectful gestures in public. The 
boundaries between sexes are marked 
and the rights of puberty are masked by 
either religious rituals or glossed over by 
parents and family. Since most Indians 
live in joint families, this is even harder 
as we see around us clear expressions 
of “sexiness” and fully sexual beings. 
Families that live in smaller living space 
have to be very cautious and consider-



ate, often talking about sex in coded 
terms, mostly in hushed tones.

Courtship in India is remarkably un-
natural. We talk to girls from fifteen feet, 
rarely breaking the unspoken codes of 
restraint and respect with purer, freer 
expressions of feelings. We are indeed 
devoid of languages for courtship. In a 
very odd manifestation, we sing Hindi 
film songs or quote poetry to make our 
feelings known, in rich metaphors with 
hardly a connection to the heart of the 
man or a woman we are approaching. 

I have observed more than once in-
cidents of the fresh grooms asking for 
appropriate verses to use in the closely 
observed courtship rituals and even on 
the first night of their lives. We have a 
mythology of sexuality in Indian cin-
ema, which assumes that the culture 
is prudish, reserved and quite harsh on 
itself. Expressions of sexuality and true 
awakening of sexuality are always ta-
boo; we think speaking of it will make 
us all dirty or violate our divine com-
mand of chastity and purity. 

As we look back on the life we left be-
hind, sexual awakenings appear to be 
fugue, a cloudy mish-mash of missed 
opportunity, encounters with codes and 
the authorities that imposed them. Very 
few of us, particularly in the middle 
class, broke open those boundaries and 
enjoyed ourselves. 

Things have altered a bit for the newer 
urban middle class. Their proximity and 
Western style consumerism has brought 
them closer, physically and perhaps sex-
ually. The path of their lives is not that 
liberated or clear. While they do enjoy 
somewhat of a clearer encounter with 
things sexual, their later rituals, mar-
riage and family life allow them to lapse 
into the Indian prudishness toward sex-
uality. You must be careful about sex, 
not appear sexy; sex is not a public topic 
and one does not talk about one’s sexual 
desires or experiences in public. 

Reserved as we are in engaging with 
matters of sex and sexuality in expres-
sive form, there are part of our lives that 
are intensely sexual. Indian clothing, 
particularly that of women, has been 
seen as sexy (also elegant, respectful, 
etc.). The calculated exposure of the 
blouse design and the curves that make 
a sari, revealing what has only just be-
come fashionable in the West, the mid-

riff, all speak of intentions to move the 
body in front of others, defining what is 
sexy and how artful that sexiness can 
be. Other forms of dresses, including 
skirts, salwaar-khameez, etc. have their 
own distinct, inviting features that are 
pleasing to the eye and in their variety, 
unmatched anywhere. Contrast that 
with mini skirts or tank tops, jeans with 
ever widening mid-riffs. Western cloth-
ing is less colorful, less charming and 
hardly artful. This in-your-face sexu-
ality is not something Indian clothing 
practices and that is something very 
sexy indeed. 

We clothe our prudishness in seduc-
tive, colorful and distinctive clothing. 
That may well be a metaphor for how we 
see sex and sexuality in India, because 
after all, that is where our sensibilities 
are shaped. 

Outside of the limits of the personal 
or the familial, our streets are exploding 
with sex. There are billboards with gi-
ant breasts, gyrating hips posed to eter-
nity, and a combination of animalistic 
roughness in our heroes and villains, 
surrounded by voluptuous and inviting 
beauties. In films, sex is not simply an 
expression; it is an underlying theme, 
a reward for the victories of men and a 
feast for those who pay for the tickets. 
There is hardly graphic sex in Indian 
movies, but its underlying tenor is obvi-
ous. There are aggressive courtship ges-
tures and incredibly loaded language to 
suggest sexual unions, elevated to the 
poetic, but erotic nevertheless. 

The explosion of commercial culture 
during the past 15 years has exacer-
bated these trends. What was once the 
province of Bollywood, has been taken 
over by the commercial industry, which 
has cashed in all the repressed sensi-
bilities of Indians. It is so much in your 
face that even children are now aware 
of the parts of women’s bodies and their 
personal rituals. It is hard to imagine 
that you are in a culture that is reserved 
about matters of sexuality.

Bollywood and commercial culture 
are deepening the fantasies of a prudish 
nation. As cultural norms persist, they 

n		sex We are misunderstood by Kamasutra as much as Kamasutra is misunderstood by us.



n		sex
When Indian tradition put Kama in the middle of all the other human paths,  

it showed how passion and sensuality are not about bodily pleasures, not about  
here-and-now and certainly not about acrobatic sex or genital pleasures.

Tantalizing Read
Sex surveys help you understand better 

much the same way, a car crash on the 

other side of the road makes you concern 

yourself with how you are driving. 

Over the past few years, there have been 

several global surveys on the sex habits 

of Indians. The results are not all that 

impressive. But then again, did they really 

ask us? 

Indians are less satisfied, men report 

having fewer orgasms (46% for men and 

26% for women). Their frequency of sex 

per year is only 76 against a global average 

of 97. They average three partners a year, 

while the rest of the world boasts 7.7. We 

get started at the age of 20.3 while the 

world seems to begin sexual activity at 18. 

Greeks have sex most frequently — 138 

times a year, approximately once every 

three days — but they must not intend it 

for procreation. They likely are good clients 

of the condom manufacturer, Durex, which 

conducts the most widely reported survey. 

Europeans must love these condoms or 

they lack virility, because the frequency of 

sex has not alleviated the growing concern 

over their shrinking population. On the other 

hand, Indian men, perennially shy about 

using a condom, must have a good delivery 

system as they average sex only half as 

frequently as their European counterparts.

A few months ago a news story 

bemoaned the fact that international 

condoms were too large for Indian men. The 

humiliating news did not spark a national 

outrage. The price of rice and dal did.

Country.  .  .  .  .  .  .  Frequency .  .  .  . No of Partners .  .  Age of First Sex
Global  .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . 97  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 7 .7  .   .   .   .   .   .  18 .0
USA  .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  124  .  .  .  .  .  .  .14 .3  .   .   .   .   .   .  16 .0
Greece .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  117  .  .  .  .  .  .  .13 .2  .   .   .   .   .   .  16 .6
Croatia .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  116  .  .  .  .  .  .  .11 .0  .   .   .   .   .   .  16 .7
South Africa  .  .  .  .  . 116  .  .  .  .  .  .  .10 .6  .   .   .   .   .   .  16 .9
New Zealand  .   .   .   .   .  115  .  .  .  .  .  .  .10 .5  .   .   .   .   .   .  16 .9
Italy  .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  111  .  .  .  .  .  .  .10 .2  .   .   .   .   .   .  17 .2
France .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  110  .  .  .  .  .  .  .10 .2  .   .   .   .   .   .  17 .2
Israel  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 110  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 9 .7  .   .   .   .   .   .  17 .2
Russia  .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  110  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 9 .5  .   .   .   .   .   .  17 .3
Britain .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  107  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 8 .8  .   .   .   .   .   .  17 .3
Germany  .   .   .   .   .   .   .  105  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 8 .5  .   .   .   .   .   .  17 .4
Hungary  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 105  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 8 .5  .   .   .   .   .   .  17 .5
Turkey  .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .  105  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 8 .2  .   .   .   .   .   .  17 .6
Canada   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 99  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 8 .2  .   .   .   .   .   .  17 .6
Thailand  .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . 99  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 8 .1  .   .   .   .   .   .  17 .7
Spain  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 98  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 7 .0  .   .   .   .   .   .  18 .0
Holland  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 94  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 6 .9  .   .   .   .   .   .  18 .0
Nigeria   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 94  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 6 .6  .   .   .   .   .   .  18 .1
Mexico .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . 93  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 6 .5  .   .   .   .   .   .  18 .2
Poland .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . 93  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 6 .3  .   .   .   .   .   .  18 .2
Czech Republic   .  .  .  . 89  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 4 .5  .   .   .   .   .   .  18 .3
Malaysia  .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . 88  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 4 .2  .   .   .   .   .   .  18 .3
Australia  .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . 84  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 4 .0  .   .   .   .   .   .  18 .7
India   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 76  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 3 .8  .   .   .   .   .   .  19 .2
China  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 72  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 3 .6  .   .   .   .   .   .  20 .0
Taiwan .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   . 65  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 3 .3  .   .   .   .   .   .  20 .3
Hong Kong .   .   .   .   .   .   . 63  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 3 .0  .   .   .   .   .   .  20 .6
Japan  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 36  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 2 .1  .   .   .   .   .   .  22 .0

SouRCe SSL International . The survey polled of 18,500 men and women age 16-
55 from 28 countries in May 2001 .

Global Sex Survey



fantasize about their sexuality through 
a sexy Zeenat Aman or Dimple, perhaps 
Aishwarya Rai or Madhuri Dixit, but 
they return to their own reality, which 
holds an enormous weight in matters 
of the flesh. The key here is the moment 
of wedding, either in the film or in the 
lives of these Bollywood babes. Since 
most Bollywood narratives end in mar-
riage, there is no life to these real life 
sexy divas after marriage. We see a re-
turn to classical prudishness. It is now 
simple clothing, family life and press 
briefings without make-up. 

Perhaps all this sex and sexiness in 
Indian culture is at the level of fanta-

sy. But it allows us, in fact, forces us to 
live in two worlds. We live cautiously to 
explore and practice sexuality, to talk 
about it or even learn about it (sex edu-
cation is not possible in many states). 
And yet, we watch our public world ex-
plode with sexual images, narratives 
and fantasies. The visual character of 
Indian street, among other things, is in-
tensely sexual. But it is a street of a cul-
ture that practices sexuality as if it is the 
last caution against the human body.

We immigrants carry it all here. Our 
perceptions of sex and sexuality in this 
culture are shaped by Hollywood mov-
ies, TV shows, gossip programs and 

n		sex I have observed more than once incidents of the fresh grooms asking  
for appropriate verses to use on the first night of their lives.Give and receive

2005 Global Sex Survey results

Age of first sex

Global (years)

India

Vietnam

Indonesia

Malaysia

Taiwan

Hong Kong

Singapore

China

Italy

Thailand

Turkey

Slovakia

Poland

Serbia & Montenegro

Greece

South Africa

Spain

Croatia

Ireland

Switzerland

Belgium

Chile

Czech Republic

France

Japan

Canada

Bulgaria

Portugal

United States

Australia

Israel

Finland

Netherlands

United Kingdom

Austria

Norway

New Zealand

Denmark

Sweden

Germany

Iceland

19.8

17.3

19.1

19.0

18.9

18.6

18.4

18.3

18.1

17.9

17.8

17.7

17.6

17.5

17.5

17.5

17.3

17.3

17.3

17.2

17.2

17.2

17.2

16.9

16.9

16.9

18.0

16.8

16.7

16.6

16.6

16.6

16.5

16.5

16.4

16.1

16.1

15.9

15.6

years 16 17 18 19 20

19.6

17.2

17.0

� People worldwide are having
sex for the first time at an
average age of 17.3

� Just over a third (35%) say
they were 16 or under when
they lost their virginity

� Young people continue to
have sex at an earlier age than
previous generations: while
the 25-34s lost their virginity
at 17.9, the 21-24 year olds
were 17.5 and 16-20 year olds
were just 16.3

� Women are sexually active
earlier than men - at 17.2
compared with 17.5

� People from Iceland are
having sex younger than any
other country (15.6) followed
by the Germans (15.9), Swedes
(16.1) and the Danes (16.1)

� People in India are the oldest
to lose their virginity (19.8)
followed by the Vietnamese
(19.6), Indonesians (19.1) and
the Malaysians (19)

Give and receive
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Number of sexual partners

Global (partners)

Turkey

Australia

New Zealand

Iceland

South Africa

Finland

Norway

Italy

Sweden

Ireland

Switzerland

Canada

United States

Greece

Israel

Thailand

Japan

Chile

Serbia & Montenegro

United Kingdom

Austria

Denmark

Bulgaria

Czech Republic

France

Croatia

Belgium

Singapore

Netherlands

Portugal

Taiwan

Spain

Poland

Germany

Malaysia

Slovakia

Indonesia

Hong Kong

Vietnam

China

India

14.5

9

13.2

13.0

12.5

12.4

12.1

11.8

11.8

11.1

10.7

10.7

10.6

10.6

10.6

10.2

10.1

10.1

9.8

9.7

9.3

9.1

9.0

7.5

7.2

7.0

11.1

7.0

6.6

6.1

6.0

5.8

5.8

5.4

5.1

3.7

3.2

3.1

3.0

partners 4 8 12 16

13.3

8.1

7.5

� Globally, people have had an
average number of nine sexual
partners

� Men have had more sexual
partners than women - 10.2
compared with 6.9

� The Turks have had more
partners than any other
country (14.5), compared with
Australians (13.3), New
Zealanders (13.2) and
Icelanders (13)  

� Indians have had the fewest
sexual partners (3) compared
with the Chinese (3.1), the
Vietnamese (3.2) and those
from Hong Kong (3.7)

� Almost two thirds (65%) of
people in Hong Kong have had
just one sexual partner,
compared to 12% in Denmark,
Norway, Sweden and Greece

SoURCe: Durex Global 2005 Sex Survey
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the vast publicity machine that creates 
America for immigrants even before 
they arrive here. 

On the face of it, America is very open 
and free. Sex, we are told, is like money, 
you will find it anywhere if you look for 
it. Issues like premarital sex, sex edu-
cation in schools are quite common in 
public life. The status of relationships, 
even that of family, is f luid. One can 
have many partners, some official, some 
not. There are fewer taboos in terms of 
the interpersonal practice of sex. Sex-
uality is still the currency that drives 
consumer culture. Everything is sexu-
al. It is hard to take your 5-year-old to 
a mall and let her think that it is all a 
display of things that can be sold. But 
it is a society that lives with a relatively 
open public exchange about sex. Homo-
sexuality is a common, public subject. If 
you listen to a fanatic right winger, you 
might find that in his rage-ridden com-
mentary, he takes interest in describing 
gay sex. Practitioners are not obsessed 
with it, so they do not describe it. 

This culture does not have a grip on 
simplicity when it comes to sex and sex-
uality. It is also, much like ours, a deeply 
ambivalent culture. It is beset with con-
tradictions that are less rich and verge 
on hypocrisy. Remember the brouhaha 

over the exposed 40-year old breasts of 
Janet Jackson during Super Bowl half 
time? No one seemed to balk over com-
mercials on the same show for drugs 
for overcoming erection problems. This 
culture is ridden with such contradic-
tions. There is Hollywood, along with 
the largest pornographic industry and a 
highly charged consumer culture where 
advertisers like Tom Ford, shamelessly 
cross the boundaries of sexual humili-

ation of women. The right screams and 
schemes about constraining sexuality in 
this country, spending millions teach-
ing teenagers to retain their virginity. 
The schisms are so deep that they seem 
to drive the psyche of the nation. 

We arrive here and make this our new 
home. We bring with us our own con-
tradictions that would be inexplicable 
to outsiders and even to ourselves. But 
we land in an equally deep morass of 
confusion and duplicitous practices 
about sex and sexuality. This encounter, 
unique and distinct, has its challenges, 
generating crises and confusions. 

Just as we think Americans are open 
and free about sexuality, Americans 
seem to think of us as sexually rich and 
even complicated. For outsiders, we are 
the inheritors of Kamasutra clearly the 
best known text on sex and sexuality. 
When in India, we did not read it or live 
by it, but now, we have to confront it. 
There are many misconceptions about 
it, but it still remains a text from India 
which the publishing industry has made 
its own. We are misunderstood by Ka-
masutra as much as Kamasutra is mis-
understood by us. 

As we navigate through the contradic-
tions, we have to also live with represen-
tations of ourselves. From The Simpsons 
to Sex and the City, there are references, 
jokes, and hyperboles about the incredi-
ble prowess of Indians in matters sexual 
— the 14-hour orgasms, umpteen num-
bers of acrobatic sexual positions, etc. 
We may be dunces in popular culture 
and The Simpson’s Apu may have made 
himself quintessentially Indian, but in 
matters of sexuality we have Herculean 
capacities. All fiction, all fantasy, but we 
live with their realities. 

We have to raise families in a culture 
that is so diametrically contradicto-
ry and very loud about those contra-
dictions. Our daughters have to date 
in this culture — an idea that evokes 
nightmares in the minds of most im-
migrant parents. Our sons bring home 
their American girlfriends and we worry 
if she might spoil the well-kept prud-
ish character that marches as tradition. 

n		sex The calculated exposure of the blouse design and mid-riff, only recently fashionable in the 
West, when wearing a sari, define what is sexy and how artful that sexiness can be.



Our wives, who hardly engaged in pub-
lic conversations with men back home, 
have to work in public spaces. Men meet 
women in their workplace. How do you 

finesse manners that you did not learn 
before? Shah Rukh Khan, his glasses 
and jackets helped you a little in India. 
That role playing made moments pass. 

But now, simple encounters and court-
ship in a culture that has its own neu-
rotic contradictions are not easy. This 
is where theory collapses. We now have 
to figure out new modes and strategies 
of living. 

If it is not this or that person, then it is 
the entire culture that is out to teach you 
how they view sexuality, how they prac-
tice it, market it, condone it and con-
demn it. Sex, more than money, makes 
us who we are. It informs our psyche, 
generates conflicts, sleepless nights and 
also postures of thinking. 

As we venture out of our cocoons, 
there is world to see, to meet and even 
to live with. There is a world to be made 
love to. We have to understand where we 
are, who we are meeting, what shapes 
their attitudes and what we and they 
bring to encounters. This requires effort 
at thinking for ourselves, for others and 
also for what we have brought with us. 
Sex and sexuality are not all consuming 
desires, but they are fundamental to our 
existence. 

But it is easy to prescribe than to prac-
tice. The close encounter of the world of 
the immigrant, who has brought the 
conflicting world  of prudish, restrictive  
values, with the rich heritage of pioneer-
ing sexuality and a public exhibition of 
sexuality from home has to confront 
another chasm here: that between the 
apparent openness and freedom on the 
one hand and the restrictive moralis-
tic orthodoxy on the other. Even Freud 
would find this impossible to navigate. 

Before we contemplate what insights 
our own tradition can provide, let us 
also think about how deeply pathologi-
cal our orientation in this world could 
be when it comes to sex and sexuali-
ty. We own an imaginary heritage in 
India without knowing how complex 
and challenging and f luid it has been 
all along. Given the rigidity of contem-
porary Indian thought, we forget that 
India’s greatness lay in its plurality and 
its eternal flexibility in everything. We 
are not a dogmatic people. We cannot 
impose our selective morality upon the 
next generation. Theirs is a world of 

n		sex
We are a prudish society that does not seem to know how to be comfortable  

with sex and sexuality, mutual gender or in shaping our desires into  
elegant or respectful gestures in public.

2005 GlobAl Sex SuRvey ReSulTS
FReqUeNCy oF Sex
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Frequency of sex

� Globally, people are having
sex an average of 103 times a
year, with men (104) having
sex more often than women
(101)

� 35-44 year olds are having the
most sex - 112 times compared
to just 90 times for 16-20 year
olds and 108 times for 25-34
year olds

� One in five adults have sex 3-4
times a week and 5% have sex
once a day

� The Greeks top the league at
138 times a year, closely
followed by the Croatians
(134), Serbian Montenegrins
(128) and the Bulgarians (127)

� Lovers in Japan are the least
amorous, having sex just 45
times a year. Nations among
the least sexually active
include Singapore (73), India
(75) and Indonesia (77)

Global (times)

Greece

Croatia

Serbia & Montenegro

Bulgaria

Czech Republic

France

United Kingdom

Netherlands

Poland

New Zealand

United States

Chile

Turkey

Iceland
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their own. Our spouses, brothers and 
sisters may all be charting their paths in 
something that is fundamentally natu-
ral. In fact, there is no guilt associated 
with sex in Indian tradition and sex is 
not performed in the name of some di-
vine powers. So we must be less patho-
logical and restrictive. We ought to be 
aware that our regressive reactions may 
well be caused by the conflicts of values 
that are playing out in our minds. 

We moved from one set of dubious 
commit ments to a not her when we 
transplanted ourselves into this cul-
ture. Our confusions and bewilder-
ments are richer than any one else’s. 
There are more fundamental problems 
that affect our personal lives, such as 
t he sexua l mores and perceptions. 
There is your daughter’s dating plans 
or your marriage to a woman from an-
other culture. There is always a clash, 
a conflict, but always an opportunity 
to make things more complicated than 
what may have been. 

When we walk around in this culture, 
we are instantly Indian, of course. But 
we are also rich in our sexuality. After 
all, we wrote Kamasutra, one of the best 
selling book about sexuality. The 1960s 
sexual liberation was as much about 

the “awakening” of sexuality catalyzed 
by the encounter with India as it was 
about finding one’s self in a rigid and 
traditional culture. 

Confronted with all this, we Indians 
are not quite open in aligning ourselves 
with our own history. Kamasutra or not, 
India has a tradition of sexuality that is 
integrated in ways of life, culture and 
even religion. After all, Kama is one of 
the paths of life. It does not carry guilt. 
It is not pursued because we are answer-
ing the call of some divine powers. It is 
pursued because you are born for it. It is 
an essential activity that gives meaning 
to who you are and what you want to be. 
It is a path of life that requires dedica-
tion as much as pursuit of money and 
enlightenment needs your well-defined 
commitments. 

As messengers of a culture that is 
richer and one that placed sex, passion 
and sensuality on the same level of wor-
ship of divinity, we ought to understand 
Kamasutra better.

The gift and insight Indians bring to 
this world of hypocrisies and contradic-
tions is the understanding that sex is a 
part of sensuality and that itself is our 
orientation in the world. It is this un-
derstanding that makes sex so rich, and 

not just pure bodily pleasure. The West 
is caught up in this dilemma as it sepa-
rated the categories of pleasures that 
bodies can have and those that minds 
can articulate or experience. When 
the Indian tradition put Kama in the 
middle of all the other human paths, it 
showed how passion and sensuality are 
not about bodily pleasures, not about 
here-and-now and certainly not about 
acrobatic sex or genital pleasures. It is 
about embracing an ethic to approach 
everything. 

It is time to claim that richness and 
not be embarrassed by the sexual in-
sights that the Indian tradition offers. 
For the greatest gift we have that sepa-
rates our existence from now until later, 
after death, in another form, is that we 
have senses with which we experience 
the world. Without senses, we would not 
know we are alive. And with senses, we 
know how to live. We cannot squander 
away these opportunities, but instead 
should embrace and understand them. 

One way to recognize the capacity 
of the senses and then to unleash their 
potential to establish ourselves in the 
world, is the embrace of another. It 
could well be a woman, a man or ani-
mals, objects around us, the ray of the 
sun, the comfort of the moon and the 
trickle of the rain. It takes effort to ap-
preciate the great, intrinsic values of 
these f leeting moments. Despite the 
foolish ways we count time, there isn’t 
much of it we have until we can appreci-
ate the capacity of our senses. 

It is for this reason that we immerse 
ourselves into what we have and in this 
case, it is sex. But it is also courtship, 
friendship, sound, and vision, every-
thing that opens up as we meet others. 
Any distractions from this create con-
fusion, reductive life styles and manu-
als that speak of means to illusory ends 
and abuse the human body. It is time to 
claim this heritage of our lives, our tra-
ditions, our temples and erotic sculp-
tures. For Westerners, these are mat-
ters of flesh. For us, these are matters of 
spirit, thought, soul, all enabled by the 
body, which is the seat of the senses. 
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