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he year 2024 ended on a tragic note with the 
country reeling from the suicide of a 34-year-
old Bengaluru-based tech professional, Atul 
Subhash on December 9, 2024. His 90-min-

ute-long video and 24-page suicide 
letter provided a detailed account of the 
harassment he allegedly endured from 
his wife and in-laws, and simultaneously 
opened the floodgates to a wider conver-
sation about men’s rights, men’s mental 
health, and the state of the Indian legal 
system, which, according to Subhash, 
was purportedly biased against men’s 
interests in marital disputes.

Almost three decades earlier, re-
nowned lawyer and academic, Nancy 

Levit published an article in the UCLA 
Law Review, titled ‘Feminism for Men’ 
(1995) that made a compelling argument 
for including men’s experiences in feminist 
legal theory and practice. With close to 200 
academic citations and a reprint in a gender 
law textbook years later, the article has re-
mained influential. 

She stated there, “in several important 
respects, apart from the crucial role of the 
culprit, men have been largely omitted from 
feminism. Feminist legal theorists have 
paid mild attention to whether men could 
embrace feminist objectives in the “Can 
men be feminists?” question. This issue 
is treated as a relatively unimportant one.” 
Although she primarily discusses feminism 
in a Western context, her observations are 
important for those of us in India as well.

As sociologists Romit 
Chowdhury and Zaid Al Ba-
set remind us, “gender” is a 
relational concept. Therefore, 

no feminist interrogation of women’s ex-
periences (even in India) can be complete 
without juxtaposing them with men’s un-
derstanding of women’s lives, and vice ver-
sa. This dialectical approach is essential for 
developing an appropriate response to male 
grievances within and against feminist ar-
ticulations of justice.

It’s important to remember that while 
Subhash’s specific claims have yet to be 
proven by a court of law, the mental harass-
ment he experienced is evident. Therefore, 
it would be incorrect and improper to dis-
miss all his claims outright. In his suicide 
letter, he expressly outlined his intent to kill 
himself, saying in part “This suicide is going 
to stop the supply of money to my enemies 
and corrupt legal system. It will also stop 
the taxes I pay which is going to be utilised 
to pass more laws against more fathers, men 
and their families.”

But are our laws unfair to men and hus-
bands? This question must be placed in a 
historical context. As far as Hindu personal 
law is concerned (Subhash alludes to the 
Hindu Marriage Act, 1955 in his letter), Fla-
via Agnes reminds us that codified Hindu 
family law is gendered precisely because 
the discrimination women experienced for 
decades was also gendered. As for criminal 
law, the Justice Verma Committee Report, 

in response to the 2012 Delhi gang rape in-
cident, found that gender bias in society was 
still deeply embedded at a systemic level. 
This bias manifests in various institutions, 
including the family, police, judiciary, 
and public administration. There-
fore, the Committee proposed a 
wide range of reforms aimed 
at strengthening, rather 
than weakening, women’s 
protections under the law. 
Therefore, on the issue of 
gender neutrality, Agnes 
notes, “Equality can only be 
between equals. If the norm 
of equality is applied be-
tween unequals, it will lead to 
greater disparity.” And while I 
agree with her reasoning in prin-
ciple, I also hold that laws must 
keep evolving with changing 
times to respond to new social 
realities, whenever relevant. 
For instance, up until 
2005, Hindu daugh-
ters did not have 
the same rights as 
sons in coparce-
nary property.

As of this writ-
ing, queer women, 
including lesbian 
and transgender 
women, still face 
various forms of mar-
ginalisation that have yet 
to be addressed by the law. 
And marital rape largely 

remains a non-offence in India, with the law 
recognising “domestic violence” and “cru-
elty” as offences but not rape by a husband 
upon his wife, who is older than 18 years of   

age. Therefore, Indian law needs to account 
for these changes.

Similarly, two major contemporary devel-
opments that have purportedly placed the 
feminist movement at odds with each other 
must also be addressed by feminist groups. 

These developments are important 
and intricately connected to the legal 

and social dimensions of Subhash’s 
case. The first is the demand for 
gender neutrality in our existing 
family law regime (specifically, 
the Special Marriage Act of 1954) 
by some members of the queer 
community; and the second is 

a demand for stricter and swifter 
punishments for those filing false 

and frivolous cases in matrimonial 
disputes. Both of these issues require 

careful deliberation and debate 
to determine how best 

to balance the pro-
tection of women’s 

individual rights with 
the need for legal 

reforms that are 
fair and just to all 
parties involved — 

which must include 
queer, trans, and 
cis men, who may 
find themselves 
disadvantaged by 

the law for a variety 
of reasons, in differ-

ent circumstances.
Put it another way, fem-

inists must consider the 

following three things: (1) how the law can 
be constructed and administered to uphold 
principles of equity, fairness, and non-dis-
crimination for all parties in our changing 
socio-cultural realities; (2) how the law 
should account for intersecting oppres-
sions, including those that don’t fit conven-
tional markers of vulnerability; (3) and how 
the law can best avoid essentialising any 
gender or sex category as “weak”, “strong”, 
“oppressor” or “oppressed,” given the 
varying contexts in which these dynamics 
unfold. “Isolating gender for analytic pur-
poses may be a less than fruitful endeavour 
because gender has no single meaning. Just 
as feminist theory runs the risk of essen-
tialising women, so does any analysis of 
male disempowerment risk essentialising 
men,” says Levit.

That being said, proposals from those 
on the ostensible right wing to scrap legal 
protections for women altogether must 
be rejected. It is a well-established legal 
principle that the possibility of abuse of a 
provision of law does not, per se, justify the 
invalidation of the law. This principle ap-
plies to existing laws on dowry prohibition, 
cruelty, domestic violence, “unnatural sex”, 
and rape, among others, that were enacted 
to protect women from harm and have been 
in place for decades. Furthermore, official 
reports consistently show that crimes 
against women are still on the rise. There-
fore, these legal protections for women 
must be retained. However, the Supreme 
Court of India has also stated (in the context 
of a legal challenge to the validity of Section 
498A of the Indian Penal Code in 2005) 
that “merely because the provision is con-
stitutional and intra vires does not give a 
licence to unscrupulous persons to wreck 
personal vendetta or unleash harassment. 
It may, therefore, become necessary for the 
legislature to find ways in which the makers 
of frivolous complaints or allegations can be 
appropriately dealt with.”

This position was reiterated again by 
the Supreme Court in a different and more 
recent case involving dowry harassment 
before the Telangana High Court. It is these 
constructive calls to action that feminists 
must pay serious heed to.

Subhash’s anguish over being alienated 
from his son for three years is a central 
theme in his suicide note, as is his frus-
tration regarding his inability to provide 
financial support for his wife and child due 
to his limited economic resources. Such 
issues demand careful exploration with 
empathy and concern, as should every case 
involving violence against women. These 
two concerns should not be viewed as mu-
tually exclusive; rather, they should be seen 
as interrelated, mutually reinforcing the 
goal of fostering healthier gender relations 
between men, women, and others.

(The author is a communications  
manager at Nyaaya, the Vidhi Centre 
for Legal Policy and can be reached at 
sahgalkanav@gmail.com)
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unfold, be avoided under law, wonders Kanav Narayan Sahgal
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The invincible  
Gingee Fort

The Gingee Fort in Villupuram is one of the most impregnable fortresses of  
peninsular India. Its might and impenetrable nature have earned it the  

appellation of the “Troy of the East” from the Britishers, writes Renuka Krishnaraja

On our way back from Pudu-
cherry to Bengaluru, we 
made an impromptu decision 
to stop over at the Gingee 

Fort. Set amidst beautiful natural 
rocky terrains, this is a unique location 
frequented by trekkers and adventure 
enthusiasts. But what stands 
out incredibly is its historical signifi-
cance. The first thing that we noticed 
upon entering was the astounding 
vastness of the enclosure. Spanning 
over three hillocks, the fort complex 
is known to hold an area of about 11 
square kilometres that is confined by 
massive walls and cliffs all around. 
As it is ascertained, Gingee Fort was 
extremely well planned and secure, so 
much so that Chatrapathi Shivaji had 
himself claimed that it was the most 
impregnable fort. We set out to trek 
the Rajagiri Hill, which is the highest 
among the three. A series of over 1,000 
steps would usher us to the citadel at 
the top. Along our way, we came across 
several structures like stables, grana-
ries, temples and shrines 
among others.

A seven-storeyed Kalyana Mahal 
adjacent to a large stepped tank, 
a gymnasium for soldiers, a special 
audience hall and a Magazine (for 
storage of ammunition) were some of 
the most conspicuous architectures 
that served interesting purposes. 
Today, all of them continue to exist 
as reminiscent of a huge township 
that once flourished in the vicinity. 
Our ascent was getting strenuous at 
some stretches, but the cool cloudy 
weather kept us going. And the pan-
oramic views were promising as 
well. It is said that the credit for the 
initial hilltop fortification goes to 
the Konar kings who recognised the 
potential of the area many centuries 
ago. However, the surrounding walls 
and all the other constructions were 
done subsequently.

Between the 14th and 18th cen-
turies, the fort was consecutively 
seized and controlled by the Vijayan-

agara kingdom, Gingee Nayakas, 
Bijapur Sultans, Marathas, Mughals, 
French and the British. Each of these 
dynasties had revamped the fort 

during their tenure contributing to 
the magnificence it had attained. 
Due to the elevated domain, the 
region was strategically important 
to ward off the invading enemies. 
Gingee’s proximity to Chennai and 
the eminent port of Puducherry was 
an added vantage point. After all, it 
was abandoned in the 19th century. 
What we see today are the ruins of a 
fort that had witnessed its fair share 
of glory along with various invasions, 
wars and valour.

Presently, Gingee Fort is main-
tained by the ASI and is a classic 
tourist attraction. For the moment, 
as the cloudy day eventually turned 
out to be rainy, our trek had to be cut 
short. Unfortunately, we couldn’t 
make it to the summit. There is 
always a next time! Hopefully, then 
we would also be able to reach out 
towards Krishnagiri Hill, which is 
another substantial part of this mon-
umental fort complex.

A panoramic view of Gingee fort. PHOTOS BY AUTHOR

The Kalyana Mahal inside Gingee Fort 
has a pyramid-like structure at the 
top and is built in the Indo-Islamic 

style. PHOTOS BY AUTHOR
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Rajagiri Hill. PHOTOS BY AUTHOR

Driving from Ahmedabad to 
Nalsarovar Lake takes just 90 
minutes. The Forest Depart-

ment Guest House at Nalsarovar is 
my home for the next two days. I am 
writing this after a close encounter 
with one of nature’s miracles. I had 
just returned from spending a day 
among hundreds of migratory birds 
from Siberia. A paddle boat ride to the 
river islands of Nalsarovar takes you 
to local villagers who offer millet rotis 
with potatoes and brinjals cooked in a 
mild gravy. Fresh, organic vegetables 
are available at the local market, along 
with seasonal fruits. Numerous small 
restaurants serving Gujarati, Kutchi, 
and Kathiyawadi vegetarian cuisine 
dot the area. At most roadside dhabas, 
you can enjoy freshly steamed vegeta-
bles with Gujarati spices, baby brinjals 
cooked in ginger-garlic gravy, and 
alu-methi served with millet (bajra) 
rotis cooked in an earthen oven.

As my paddle boat made its way 
deeper into the lake, I saw several 
species of birds resting on the treetops 
or taking off into the sky in formation. 
As one flock ascended, another glided 
down to land. I chose an open boat and 
set off towards the innermost corners 
of the lake, as the first rays of light 
brightened the sky.

Nature always rewards patience. 
After an hour of waiting on the shore, 
I was treated to a delightful sight — a 
formation of migratory birds on the 
far horizon. Every winter, hundreds 
of migratory birds fly to Nalsarovar. 
Birds like the White Stork, Brahminy 
Duck, Saras Crane, and Gulls can be 
easily spotted here. Groups of avocets, 
herons, curlews, pelicans, swallows, 
eagles, pigeons, spoonbills, flamingos, 
and jacanas surround the lake.

There are no diesel-powered boats 
at Nalsarovar, and paddling slowly 
over the placid waters of this trans-
lucent lake is an extremely relaxing 
experience. The most beautiful sight 
at Nalsarovar is watching a large flock 
of pink-necked flamingos huddling 
together, creating a picture-postcard 
view. You can see several birds taking 
a dip in the water as if energising 
themselves before taking flight. Most 
of these migratory birds have flown 
thousands of miles to reach Nalsa-
rovar, arriving from early December 

until late February. While some, 
like the Brahminy Duck, travel from 
Northern Tibet, others come from 
Norway, Siberia, Northern China, and 
Denmark. It’s incredible to imagine 
how these birds land at Nalsarovar 
every winter with- out fail. 
Watching them in full 
flight is a trans- form-
ative experience. 
The synchronic-
ity of their 
movements 
and their 
even distance 
from one another 
creates the illusion that 
each bird is tethered to the 
others by invisible strings.

As the morning turns into noon, 
more and more birds emerge from 
their nests and hover around your 
boat. A few adventurous ones even 
land on the edge of the boat. 

Identifying the species is a chal-
lenge, as the number and variety of 
birds are vast, and many resemble 
each other. Only an expert ornitholo-
gist could accurately name them.

The sounds of the birds are ex-
tremely musical to the ears, and you 
can close your eyes to identify a bird 
based on its call. You must spend time 
in the lake’s interior to spot the small-
er, more elusive species. Watching 

hundreds of flamingos fly overhead is 
a once-in-a-lifetime experience. One 
group follows another in a never-end-
ing cascade. It’s time to be present 
and absorb this soulful experience. 
It can take almost five hours of slow 
paddling to cover the lake’s interior 
and get a close look at these foreign 
visitors.

These birds are extremely sensi-
tive to sound, so you must paddle in 
complete silence. Even a whisper is 
enough to scatter a flock resting on 
the water. 

The Forest Department officials 
and local boatmen at Nalsarovar are 
extremely friendly and helpful. They 
ensure that every visitor to the lake 
has a close encounter with the migra-
tory birds. The sheer number of birds 
at Nalsarovar is a satisfying sight.

The most touching part of the 
boat ride is witnessing the harmony 
between the local birds — sparrows, 
kites, pigeons, and crows — and the 
foreign visitors. There are no terri-
torial disputes or struggles for air 
dominance between the local and 
migratory birds. 

The locals allow the visitors to have 
complete autonomy during their stay 
in India. 

These migratory birds always leave 
after a brief stay during the coldest 

part of winter. The villagers 
around Nalsarovar provide 

birdwatchers with 
neera (a sweet 

drink made from the palm 
tree). As noon fades into dusk, 

the birds’ calls rise to a crescen-
do, and many return to their 

nesting places around the lake. 
Watching the sunset over the 
waters is picturesque. 

Boating in the dark under a 
moonlit sky while gazing at the 
stars is yet another magical ex-
perience at Nalsarovar.

It’s incredible to imagine how birds like the Brahminy Duck from Northern 
Tibet, and some others from Norway, Siberia, Northern China, and 

Denmark travel to Nalsarovar every winter without fail, writes Murli Menon

Birds of Nalsarovar

Black-billed Gulls are endemic to  
New Zealand. PHOTOS BY AUTHOR

Lesser Flamingos from Africa; (below)  
a Black-winged Stilt bird from Eurasia.
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