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note on transliteration

For ease of reading, I have chosen not to use diacritics in transliterating
non-English words in the text and have transliterated these words with
appropriate diacritical marks only in the glossary. In the text, non-English
words have been italicized. Those usedmost frequently have been italicized
only the first time they appear, for example, hijra , koti, cela , izzat, and so
forth.
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The Ethnographic Setting

It wasn’t until a few weeks after I began fieldwork among hijras in the
South Indian twin cities of Hyderabad and Secunderabad that I had my
first inkling of their perceptions of me. I was sitting on a mat, chatting with
Munira, who later became one of my closest hijra friends. She was telling
me proudly about her last visit to Mumbai when she had been approached
by a journalist for her story, and how she had rebuffed him. Munira then
turned tome and said, somewhat apologetically, “I hope you don’t mindmy
saying this. But you know, Gayatri, when I first saw you, I thought, ‘She has
the body and face of a woman, she is wearing female clothing, but she has
such short hair.Maybe she is a young boy of thirteen or fourteen.’ That is the
reason I spoke to you initially, you know. I thought maybe, maybe you were
one of us at first.” Then, laughing aloud, she added, “Frankly, I don’t know
how I thought that you might be. You are, you know, different-looking, so
that is what I thought then.”

I begin with this incident to highlight two issues of access and repre-
sentation: First, of course, was hijras’ perception of my appearance—as a
young Indian, somewhat “different-looking” from them, with uncommonly
short hair for a woman. Second, as I gradually learned over the course of
my fieldwork, they attributed this difference not to my sexuality or sexual
orientation, but to my upper-middle-class status. My short hair, my “ethni-
cally chic” Fab India salwar-kurta ,1 my educational background, my status
as an unmarried woman, especially given my age, and my engagement in
this academic project with hijras—factors that lead to a presumption about
my sexual identity here in the United States—were, for hijras, signs of my
class identification.

Quite apart from privileging a particular theory, history, and politics of
representation, I raise this issue to underscore a fairly simple point: the no-
tion that sexual difference is not the only lens throughwhich hijras perceive
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the world and expect in turn to be perceived. In other words, as I maintain
throughout this ethnography, hijras are not just a sexual or gendered cate-
gory, as is commonly contended in the literature (e.g., Vyas and Shingala
1987; Sharma 1989; Nanda 1990). Like the members of any other commu-
nity in India, their identities are shaped by a range of other axes. Though
sex/gender is perhaps the most important of these axes, hijra identity can-
not be reduced to this frame of analysis.2 Through a description of hijras’
lives, this book explores the domain of sexuality as well as its articulation
with broader contexts of everyday life in South Asia, including aspects of
kinship, religion, class, and hierarchies of respect. Before exploring issues of
representation and hijras’ historical and geographic representation in par-
ticular, however, I provide a brief introductory note about hijras for those
unfamiliar with these metonymic figures of Indian sexual difference.

the hyper (in)visibility of hijras

For the most part, hijras are phenotypic men who wear female clothing
and, ideally, renounce sexual desire and practice by undergoing a sacrificial
emasculation—that is, an excision of the penis and testicles—dedicated to
the goddess Bedhraj Mata. Subsequently they are believed to be endowed
with the power to confer fertility on newlyweds or newborn children. They
see this as their “traditional” ritual role, although at least half of the cur-
rent hijra population (at least in Hyderabad) engages in prostitution, which
hierarchically senior “ritual specialists” greatly disparage.3 In recent years,
hijras have emerged as perhaps the most frequently encountered figures in
the narrative linking of India with sexual difference. As the quintessential
“third sex” of India, they have captured the Western scholarly imagination
as an ideal case in the transnational systemof “alternative” gender/sexuality.
In such analyses, the hijra (or Thai kathoey or Omani xanith, among others)
becomes, as Rosalind Morris notes, either an “interstitial gender occupying
the liminal space between male and female,” or “a ‘drag queen’ who [is] a
hero(ine) in a global sexual resistance” (1994, 16). With this specularization
has come an intense gaze directed at hijras by both scholars and the press.

By their own accounts, hijras in most major cities—including the South
Indian city of Hyderabad, where I did my research—have been driven
crazy by foreigners or, to translate the more colorful Hindi phrase, have
had their “minds eaten by foreign [ firangi] people” desperate to capture a
story for their audience. In the last decade or so, there have been at least
four documentaries or news features (Kalliat 1990; Prasad and Yorke 1991;
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Cooper 1999; Shiva, MacDonald, and Gucovsky 2000), four ethnographies
or book-length monographs (Nanda 1990; Jaffrey 1996; Balaji and Malloy
1997; Ahmed and Singh 2002), three books of fiction (Mann 1992; Sinha
1993; Forbes 1998), at least two dissertations (Hall 1995; Reddy 2000), and
several undergraduate honors theses that focus explicitly on hijras. More
recently, hijras have also been “mainstreamed” into the Indianworld of pop-
ular films.4 In some ways, this is in marked contrast to the earlier ambiva-
lent yet arguably tolerant attitude of most Indians toward them. For many
Indians—both upper- and middle-class—hijras exist (and to some extent
have always existed) at the periphery of their imaginaries, making them-
selves visible only on certain circumscribed ritual occasions. Given this
history of near invisibility, the recent attention focused on hijras has been
unsettling for both hijras and non-hijras.

In response to this seemingly boundless interest, hijras have become
more wary of scholars and journalists alike, and this attention has also
heightened scrutiny by local disciplinary regimes, including the police.5

Just before I arrived in Hyderabad for my fieldwork, a case was registered
against the senior hijras in the old city by a family that claimed their son
had been abducted by the hijra community.6 Even though the case was
later dismissed, hijras told me they felt overly scrutinized for the first time
in hundreds of years. Partly in response to this heightened sensitivity on
the part of the hijra community, but also, I suspect, out of a patriarchal
concern that this was not a “proper” topic for an Indian woman to be
researching (see Jaffrey 1996), I was explicitly advised by anthropologists,
several relatives, and even strangers to steer clear of hijras in Hyderabad.
Needless to say, the atmospherewithin the hijra community, especiallywith
regard to interactions with non-hijras, was somewhat tense when I began
my research in the fall of 1995.

For all these reasons, I was well aware that by undertaking this project
I might, however unwittingly, increase hijras’ visibility within disciplinary
regimes in India, resulting in greater scrutiny of their lives. In recent years,
with the increasing visibility of hijras in global compendia of sexuality/
gender and the growth of the gay movement in India, hijras, self-identified
gaymen, andmen cruising for sex with other men in public spaces have be-
come increasingly visible to the police, the media, and ruffians, or goondas.
Just in the last few years, there have been at least two dramatic disruptions
and arrests of volunteers in nongovernmental organizations thatwork on is-
sues relating to sexual health—andmore specifically, the health ofMSM, or
men who have sex with men—quite apart from the innumerable incidents
of everyday harassment and surveillance. Despite this greater vigilance and
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my anxiety on this account, however, many hijras I encountered in Hy-
derabad explicitly reiterated their desire to get the real story of their lives
down on paper, as much in response to this scrutiny as to vindicate their
life choices. Although aware of the irony of their positions and the potential
for even greater vilification on account of the publicity, hijras with whom
I worked most closely were eager to “tell [their] stories” so that “everyone
[would] know about [their] lives.”

In undertaking this project, I am also concerned that my focusing on
hijras within the current frame of academic inquiry that explicitly empha-
sizes their sexual difference—even if my intention is expressly to refocus
this gaze—inevitably privileges this mode of discourse. I grew up in India
well aware of the existence of hijras, and even though I was not immersed
in their lives, I have to question why my intellectual curiosity was not
sufficiently piqued until I came to the United States for graduate stud-
ies. Or maybe the question should not be when and why did I remember,
but when and why did I forget? What sorts of erasures—of class, caste,
gender, or sexuality—were encoded in my previous silence and ongoing
refraction of the hijra “category” (see Patel 1997)? More specifically, what
kinds of occlusions of class and sexual privilege do these conceal/reveal
in both (upper-middle-class) India and the U.S. academe? In other words,
perhaps we need to be aware of the history and politics of particular discur-
sive and theoretical lenses—the marked categories/discourses that might
appear salient in one arena but less so in another (see Uberoi 1996; Thapan
1997; John and Nair 1998). This is not to imply that sex and sexuality are
not important or even central to hijras’ lives. It merely emphasizes the need
to contextualize our analytic and personal agendas in any representational
endeavor. Hence, viewing hijras solely within the framework of sex/gender
difference—as the quintessential “third sex” or “neithermen norwomen”—
ultimately might be a disservice to the complexity of their lives and their
embeddedness within the social fabric of India.

Further, although this project explicitly attempts to subvert the reifica-
tion or commodification of a third category—making hijras’ lives count as
much as it addresses various “categories” of sexual thirdness—to the ex-
tent that it multiplies rather than dismantles third genders/categories, I am
somewhat uneasy that it might reaffirm as much as it subverts, nominal-
izing, numericalizing, and naturalizing embodied difference in its wake.
There is, after all, as Kath Weston notes, “a relationship of longstanding
[sic] between counting and commodification” that one must be aware of
when embarking on such a project as this (2002, 41).
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Finally, my ambivalence in undertaking this research also relates to the
exclusions sustained (or produced) by such a project. To what extent does
the focus on hijras as male-to-hijra subject-positions contribute, even un-
intentionally, to the continuing discursive and systemic violence against
women? As Lawrence Cohen (1995b) observes, highlighting shifts from
male (rather than female) to a third-gender identity erases the political
differences between male and female experiences and, ultimately, works
within a two-gendered system—male and third—in which the female po-
sition has been virtually erased. In a somewhat similar vein, speaking for
the Thai context, Rosalind Morris (1994) points out that patriarchal nar-
ratives seem to have “effaced [if it ever existed] any expression of female
sexual identity that could not be subsumed under a reproductive mandate”
(1994, 26). In this ideology, femaleness is thoroughly naturalized as repro-
ductive capacity. Only in the recent past, with the emergence of sexualities
defined in terms of object choice, has the category of woman been differen-
tiated into hetero- and homosexual identities. Perhaps the important histor-
ical and empirical question (as Morris asks with respect to the kathoeys of
Thailand) is “[H]ow have sex/gender systems [in both Thailand and India,
apparently] organized the somatic economy in such a way as to render both
‘female’ and ‘male’ bodies as media of masculine subjectivities?” (1994, 25).
While this is not the question I explore in this book, I argue that it is an
important one to keep inmind—alongwith the other issues of ambivalence
and (inadvertent) silencing noted above—as one explores issues of sexual
difference and the place of hijras within that context.

framing the setting: the twin cities of hyderabad
and secunderabad

On the flight from Frankfurt to Delhi on my way to begin fieldwork, I
was sitting next to a British art historian who was a frequent traveler to
India. In the course of conversation, he asked me what I did for a living and
whether Delhi wasmy final destination in India. “I’m an anthropologist and
I’m going to [the South Indian city of] Hyderabad to do an ethnographic
study of this one community—hijras—now fairly well-known as the ‘third
sex’ of India,” I replied, expecting to expand on this theme.7 Instead, he
appeared far more curious about the city of Hyderabad, having heard it was
“different” from other Indian cities on account of its Muslim influence.8 By
way of an initial response to his questions about the city, I told him the
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classic tale of the founder of the city, Muhammad Quli Qutb Shah,9 and his
love for his wife, Hyder Begum, after whom the city was named, a story that
inmanyways captures the issues central to Hyderabadi hijra identity—love
or desire, religious pluralism, and the history of Muslim influence in the
city.

As the popular legend goes, before his ascension to the throne, Muham-
mad Quli Qutb Shah, an excellent equestrian, often exercised his horse in
the area surrounding the fort of Golconda. One day, on one of his extended
rides, he stopped at the village of Chichlam for a drink of water.10 Passing
by at that moment on her way to the temple was Bhagmati, the daughter
of Lingayya, a relatively poor Hindu resident of Chichlam village. Muham-
mad Quli was immediately taken by her beauty and grace, and began to
visit the spot frequently, incognito, to catch a glimpse of Bhagmati and win
her affections. When Muhammad Quli ascended the throne as the ruler of
Golconda a few years later, he sent for Bhagmati’s father and asked for her
hand inmarriage. Muhammad Quli Qutb Shah and Bhagmati were married
in 1596 CE and, as the legend goes, lived happily together until Muhammad
Quli’s untimely death in 1612.

During his reign, Muhammad Quli founded a new city ten miles east
of Golconda on the southern bank of the Musi River in order to ease the
congestion and shortage of water in the crowded city of Golconda and, as
folk wisdom has it, to commemorate his love for his wife. The city was
initially called Bhagnagar for Bhagmati, but its name was later changed to
Hyderabad following Bhagmati’s conversion to Islam and adoption of the
title Hyder Begum. Hyderabad quickly became an important and bustling
city. After the fall of Golconda to the Mughal emperor Aurangzeb in 1687
and the subsequent dissolution of the Mughal Empire, the first Nizam
(as subsequent rulers of Hyderabad were known), Asaf Jah I, chose this
city rather than the walled fort of Golconda for his capital, with Charminar
serving as the heart of the city. Charminar, which literally means “four
minarets,” continues to symbolize and function as the center of what is
known as the “old city” of Hyderabad.

Quite apart from the documented antiquity of hijras in this city (Lynton
andRajan 1974; Jaffrey 1996), the reasons I chose this city as the locus ofmy
study are captured in some measure by this origin myth/historical folktale.
Two issues areworthmentioning here: The first relates to the importance of
Islam for the larger part of Hyderabad’s history, although this influence has
always been balanced by a significant Hindu counterinfluence. The mu-
tual engagement and tension between the Muslim and Hindu presence in
this region is unique in the South Indian experience. Hyderabad and its
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surrounding region have constituted the only continuously Muslim-ruled
area in South India for the past five centuries, and this influence is apparent
even today. More important for the current context was my interest in the
relation between present-day hijra identity and the history of Muslim pa-
tronage, given the recorded history of eunuchs in the Islamic royal courts of
the Mamluk Sultanate and in the Byzantine and Ottoman empires (Peirce
1993;Marmon 1995; Ayalon 1999) in addition to their presence inmedieval
Indian history. As several authors have noted, eunuchs in India were often
accorded respect in the Delhi Sultanate and Mughal courts, holding posi-
tions of eminence especially under the Khiljis of Delhi in the thirteenth and
fourteenth centuries and under the Mughals from the sixteenth to the nine-
teenth centuries. Although many eunuchs were initially brought as slaves
into the houses of Muslim nobility in principalities such as Awadh and Hy-
derabad, they were accorded respect and trusted with sensitive positions,
including guarding the harim, or inner/female spaces within the palace
(Knighton 1855; Bernier 1891; Manucci 1907; Saletore 1974; Kidwai 1985;
Chatterjee 1999, 2002).

With respect to the second issue, perhaps as a legacy of Muhammad
Quli’s love for Hyder Begum, Hyderabad is also popularly known in some
tourist brochures as India’s “city of love,” complete with the local version of
the Pont Neuf spanning the Musi River. Interestingly, some tension exists
between this idealized love and other contemporary images of Hyderabad,
as captured by the adage that a hijra laughingly related to me. She said,
“Delhi dilwalon ka, Bombay paisewalon ka, aur Hyderabad randiyon ka”
(Delhi stands for those who have love, Bombay for those with money; and
Hyderabad for whores). As I explain in the following pages, these idioms of
“romantic” and “modern” love, or desire if youwill, played out in interesting
ways in the lives of the hijras I came to know, not only in terms of their
occupation, their position in the hijra kinship hierarchy, their dis/avowal of
sexual desire, and their degree of respect, but also in terms of their spatial
location in the twin cities of Hyderabad and Secunderabad.

the spatial history of hyderabadi hijras

The actual number of hijras in India is in dispute, ranging from ten thousand
to two million (Bobb and Patel 1982; Jaffrey 1996). The popular belief is
that hijras live primarily in northern cities, especially those with a history
of Muslim rule, such as Delhi and Lucknow. However, Hyderabad has been
and continues to be a “traditional center of hijra culture” (Lynton and Rajan
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1974), although, currently, no more than a few hundred hijras live there at
anygiven time, owingprimarily tohijramigration to the largermetropolitan
cities in India.11

The fact that hijras—or kojjas as they are also known in Telugu12—have
existed in Hyderabad at least since the birth of the city seems indisput-
able, given the seventeenth-century accounts by such travelers as Francois
Bernier (1891) and Jean Baptiste Tavernier (1995 [1676]). The story of the
hijras’ vacillating fortunes, intertwined with those of their Muslim patrons
over the four-hundred-year history of this city, is just as interesting as those
of the Qutb Shahi and Asaf Jahi dynasties. As hijras tell the story today,
although they explicitly date their origin to the pre-Muslim period—in fact
to the mythical/historical days of Rama, the hero of the pan-Indian epic
Ramayana 13—they believe, as one hijra toldme, that “theMuslims brought
us closer to them instead of pushing us away.”

This is particularly true of the sixth Nizam of Hyderabad, Mir Mahbub
Ali Khan Asaf Jah VI, or Mahbub Ali Pasha, as he is more affectionately
called, during whose reign at the turn of the twentieth century hijras claim
they attained their greatest glory (Lynton and Rajan 1974). They mark their
decline in status from the time his successor, OsmanAli, became the Nizam.
During Mahbub Pasha’s reign, hijras were granted a tract of land close to
Charminar at the center of what is now the old city of Hyderabad. This
area—between theMadina hotel andMahbub ki Mehndi—is the site of the
largest hijra residences, or hijron ka allawahs.

Most hijras live together in residences that serve as both physical and
social units of identity or lineage affiliation. There are seven hijra houses
or “lineages” in India. Only two of these are represented in Hyderabad,
namely, Lashkarwala and Sheharwala,14 of which the latter appears to have
the most members. While I am not sure of the actual figures, given the
hyperbolic accounts of hijras in both lineages, Lashkarwala hijras are always
bemoaning their frequent intimidation by Sheharwala hijras on account of
the latter’s greater numeric strength. Furthermore, the ilakas, or prescribed
territorial boundaries for their ritual practice, also appear to be skewed in
favor of the Sheharwala lineage.15

Each of the two lineages occupies three individual households, all six of
which are located within a few miles of each other in the old city of Hyder-
abad. Each has a separate, independent household structure. The individual
households of each lineage are closer to each other than to those of the other
lineage, but they are independent of each other as far as social organization,
food preparation, and sleeping arrangements are concerned. Each house-
hold includes a nayak, the head of that household, her celas, or disciples,
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and the cela’s celas—nati celas. On average, between ten and fifteen people
are permanent residents in each of these six households (three belonging to
the Sheharwala lineage, and three to Lashkarwala). While there is only one
nayak per household, two or three of her celas and many more nati celas
might live under the same roof. The status hierarchy (nayak, followed by her
celas, and then her nati celas) is evident in all respects; the nayak is always
accorded due respect by those below her in the hierarchy. Not only do the
nayaks serve as the heads of their respective households, together they con-
stitute a council for the arbitration of disputes, the conferring of titles, and
the representation of their lineage in any interregional hijra event. The line
of descent for this title follows the cela genealogy, with the most respected,
just, and capable among a nayak’s celas inheriting the responsibility after
her death.

Originally, the “two [lineage] houses were one,” according to Hyderabadi
hijras. Whether this means that there was only one lineage in the past or
that the two lineages merely lived together in the same area or household
is not absolutely clear from the historical record and hijras’ statements to
me. What is well known, however, is that the land allotted to hijras by
the Nizam was in one specific area near Charminar. At some point in the
twentieth century, there was a major disagreement between the two hijra
lineages, after which the Lashkarwala lineage moved across the Musi River
to the area of the Churi Bazaar. When asked, Lashkarwala hijras claimed
that the government needed their property in order to build a low-income
housing project and, after compensating them monetarily, took over their
land. With the money received from this transaction, they bought property
“across the [Musi River] bridge” and have been there ever since. While they
acknowledge that the largest of the current Sheharwala hijras’ houses was
the original structure given by the Nizam, they claim that the only reason
they do not live in a similar structure is that the government took it over for
public housing. Sheharwala hijras, on the other hand, derive symbolic capi-
tal fromthe antiquity of their residence andclaimgreater importanceon that
basis. Quite apart from their spatial separation, the two lineages have also
been feuding with each other for years, largely over territorial sovereignty,
or the right to perform in particular localities, aswell as over disputed claims
to individual celas. Only in the last year ofmy fieldwork, following the death
of one of the Lashkarwala nayaks, did members of the two houses attempt
to overcome their differences and retract the prohibitions on visiting each
other.

When I first arrived in Hyderabad, like the majority of the city’s inhab-
itants, I believed that hijras lived only in the “old city” of Hyderabad—in
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the hijron ka allawahs (hijra houses) I have described above—and I as-
sumed this site would be the primary locus of my fieldwork. In fact, I had
approached hijras living in these houses on a previous trip to Hyderabad,
and although I was not summarily dismissed, neither were those I met par-
ticularly forthcoming about their lives. Given their increasing wariness of
non-hijras (Jaffrey 1996), I have to admit that I was apprehensive about how
to reintroduce myself and my project so as not to incur their displeasure.
At that point I found out about the hijras living “under the water tanki”
in Secunderabad. They turned out to be more marginal in some respects
within the hijra hierarchy but also more central to the larger homoerotic
universe of Hyderabad. These hijras became my closest friends, and it is
their life stories that constitute the bulk of this book; thus, Secunderabad
in some ways became my primary field site.16

The city of Secunderabad has amore recent history than its twin, Hyder-
abad, and owes its origin to theBritish in the early part of the nineteenth cen-
tury. In the latter part of the eighteenth century, the Nizams of Hyderabad
were forced to involve themselves in the Anglo-French wars in South India
(the Deccan), and in the ongoing struggles for power between the British
forces and those of the Marathas on the one hand and Tippu Sultan of
Mysore on the other. To protect his dominions, Nizam Ali Khan Asaf Jah II
signed a treaty with the British in 1768 pledging mutual support. This pact
culminated finally in the treaty of 1802 signed by his successor, which pro-
vided for the permanent establishment of a subsidiary British force in the
region located in present-day Secunderabad (Ali Khan 1991).

Physically, the twin cities of Hyderabad and Secunderabad are separated
by a man-made reservoir known as Hussain Sagar (more commonly called
Tank Bund for the bridge spanning its length) after Hussain Wali Khan,
the son-in-law of the fourth Qutb Shahi ruler, Ibrahim Quli Qutb Shah,
who had this tank built in 1562. But it was not until 1806, when Colonel
Lang established the regional headquarters of the British Subsidiary Force
in what was to become one of the largest British cantonments in India, that
Secunderabad was formally founded and named after the ruler at the time,
Sikander Jah Asaf Jah III (Seshan 1993).

Although traffic is increasing between the two cities, each still retains
its particular flavor and identity: Hyderabad, a city that was established by
the Muslim rulers four centuries ago, still retains a distinctly Hyderabadi
Muslim and old-world flavor. Secunderabad, on the other hand, indicates its
more recent and colonial vintage with its clock towers, churches, and such
symbols of the British legacy as the Secunderabad railway station, which is
one of the main hubs for people arriving and leaving the twin cities.
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hijras under the water tanki

Less than a mile from the Secunderabad railway station lives a fairly large
group of hijras, whom I refer to as those living under the water tanki.17 This
group of Secunderabad hijras, all of whom are affiliated with the Lashkar-
wala lineage, is the largest single group living together outside the hijra
houses in Hyderabad. Numbering approximately thirty-five, these hijras
live in makeshift tents or shacks under a triple-storied concrete water tank.
Five independent tents are set up in this area. Each one belongs to three or
four hijras, often a guru and her celas, who sleep, store their belongings,
and cook together on a hearth just outside the shack. While there is some
give and take among these units, they are virtually independent as far as
finances, food, and sleeping arrangements are concerned.

The seven or eight hundred square meters of land occupied by these hij-
ras is government property, directly adjacent to the railway tracks on one
side and bordered on the other by a low-income housing colony for railway
employees. Since hijras do not own this land, they cannot build permanent
structures on it, and they are subject to eviction at any time by the govern-
ment. For this reason, they take pains to maintain relatively smooth ties
with their neighbors, the residents of the railway colony. Despite their ef-
forts, hijras’ primary occupation—commercial sex work—caused constant
friction between them and their neighbors, resulting ultimately in the hij-
ras’ eviction in the autumn of 1999. This study, then, is probably the only
one of this particular group, given their recent eviction and their increasing
vulnerability to AIDS. Since 1997, at least sixmembers of the original group
have died, most of them from AIDS, though the more proximate reasons
are their ignorance about this debilitating syndrome and its modes of trans-
mission, the stigma attached to it and to the person affected, their lack of
access to health care, and the poverty that helps to reproduce these patterns
of structural violence, affliction, and suffering (Farmer 1992, 1998; Farmer,
Connors, and Simmons 1996; Kleinman, Das, and Lock 1996).

Ironically, it was a policeman, Venkatesh, working as a part-time cleaner
in my father’s apartment, who facilitated my initial access to hijras living
in Secunderabad. As noted earlier, I was apprehensive about approaching
hijras and possibly contributing to further sensationalism. Especially in the
initial stages of my research, I talked to a number of my friends and family
inHyderabad about this apprehension. Needless to say, none ofmy relatives
or the upper-middle-class folk I encountered knew anything about hijras
in Hyderabad other than the ubiquitous urban myths; for the most part,
hijras were accused of being “dirty,” “shameless,” and “aggressive people
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Hijras who live under the water tank

who live in the old city,” with whom I ought not to have any dealings. Al-
though some people believed they had “special powers to bless and curse,”
even these reactionsweremixed at best, combining respect in particular, cir-
cumscribed contexts (such as during their “ritual” or badhai performances),
with outright derision or stigma in most other social contexts.

Venkatesh arrived every morning to sweep and mop the house and to
clean the dishes.He alsoworked as a police officer. As soon as he finishedhis
work in my father’s apartment, he would change into his uniform and get
ready to go to the Ramgopalpet police station—one of the main police sta-
tions in Secunderabad—which was a ten-minute walk from the apartment.
Overhearing my conversation on the phone one day, Venkatesh somewhat
hesitantly told me that because of his police work, he knew exactly where
hijras lived in Secunderabad. He once again emphasized that he knew this
because of his police “duty” before agreeing to take me there or at least
to point the location out to me on his way to work. So, one morning in
September 1995, Venkatesh and I set out together from the apartment to-
ward the Secunderabad railway station. We passed by the main road near
the Secunderabad bus station, a mile or so from the railway station, and
Venkatesh pointed out the water tank under which the hijras lived.
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The following day at around ten thirty in the morning, armed with
Serena Nanda’s book on hijras,18 I finally marched into what would be “the
field” for me—a world that was very different from the one I was familiar
with, even if it was in the same city and just a ten-minute drive from where
I was living with my father in his upper-middle-class apartment. I took an
auto-rickshaw to the Secunderabad bus station and walked along the path
from the main road toward the water tank. Unfamiliar with the area, I wan-
dered along the path somewhat aimlessly, peering into an empty shed next
to the tracks that served as a railway office. A few men walking by glanced
at me curiously but did not stop to speak to me. Not seeing anyone, I fol-
lowed the dirt path from the main road through a metal gate as it sloped
up toward the railway tracks.

As I walked through the gate, with the railway tracks directly in front
of me, I saw a hijra sitting alone and smoking a bidi.19 She had her back
to me and I had a moment to observe her before she saw me walking up.20

She was wearing a bright red, printed synthetic sari and was squatting on
her haunches with her arms draped over her knees. I could see her face in
profile. She was very dark-complexioned, and her features were distinctly
masculine. Her hair, which seemed to be about shoulder length, was pulled
back untidily into a ponytail with a rubber band. She was smoking her bidi
and staring out over the tracks in apparent peace with the world.

I took a deep breath and walked up to her. She looked a little surprised
when I began speaking to her, not so much because of how I looked but
more, as she later informed me, because of how respectfully I spoke to her.
I spoke to her in Telugu, introducing myself and asking if I could speak to
her and the other hijras, or kojjas, living in the area.21 She smiled shyly and
said she would lead me to the others. After taking a last drag, she threw
her bidi down and got up. I followed her as she walked down a path on
the other side of the gate I had walked through, toward the water tank that
towered over the railway tracks about fifty yards away.

She led me directly under the water tank, where a group of five hijras
were sitting on a straw mat, casually chatting in the sun. As we walked
up to them, I glanced around, not seeing any permanent structure that
could house hijras. I remember wondering where these hijras slept at night.
Meanwhile the hijras sitting on the mat had stopped talking and were
glancing curiously at me. I repeated what I had said to Jyotsna, my guide,
introducing myself, positioning myself as a student who was interested in
understanding their way of life. After answering all their questions about
my parents and siblings—the fact that I had only one sister (the number as
much as the fact that I didn’t have any brothers) eliciting much tut-tutting
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and exclamations of regret—it was my turn to ask questions. I was told
that there were about thirty hijras living under the tank, all of whom had
gone out to sing and dance at weddings and births in the neighborhood,
accounting for their absence at the moment. The five of them had stayed
back only to protect everyone’s belongings. “We are all asli [real] hijras here.
We don’t fight with anyone. We all have izzat [respect] here,” one of them
(an older hijra to whom the others present appeared to defer) told me
proudly. As I later discovered, these particular hijras were involved in sex
work, a practice that earned them the active denigration of the senior hijras
in the old city, who explicitly accused them of being inauthentic and lacking
izzat.22

Not surprisingly then, precisely these issues—their “realness,” or authen-
ticity, and their claim to izzat (respect)—constituted central tropes in hijras’
constructions of identity across the various domains of their lives. Hijras
were actively striving to authenticate themselves within the parameters of
a local economy of izzat through the commission (or omission) of various
practices, including physical emasculation, engaging in sex work or any
display of sexual desire, displaying markers of religion and class status,
adopting genderedmodes of sartorial practice, andmaintaining formal kin-
ship links. Further, it was precisely these axes—sexuality, religion, gender,
kinship, and class—that hijras employed to distinguish themselves from the
wider community of kotis inHyderabad, an issue I explore in the remainder
of the book.

Through hijras—and especially those living under the water tank—I
gradually discovered a social universe that I never knew existed in the twin
cities, one that had its own social categories, idiomatic terminology, and
rules of membership. Hijras situated themselves within this universe, in
which the central axes of sexual and gender identity were the act of pen-
etration in sexual intercourse and the performance of “women’s work.”
In this performative understanding, the gender system appeared to be di-
vided into, on the one hand, pantis, behavioral and biological “men,” and,
on the other, kotis, very loosely translated as effeminate men, or behavioral
“not-men,” to use Don Kulick’s (1998) phrase, and narans, or all women.
Hijras saw themselves as one among a range of koti identities—their wider
koti “family,” as they referred to this group. As I gradually discovered, all
of these kotis, who for the most part dressed and looked to me like most
other middle-class Hyderabadi men, differentiated themselves along axes
that included genital excision, religion, clothing, kinship, and class. I map
this spectrum of differentiation and its production in the next chapter. It
includes self-identities such as catla kotis (hijras), zenana kotis, kada-catla
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kotis, jogins, and siva-satis. Here, as in the rest of the book, I use the femi-
nine gender to refer to hijras following their own usage, and the masculine
gender to refer to all other kotis, unless otherwise indicated.

In my interactions with all of these kotis, and especially hijras, perhaps
the most common phrase that I heard, repeated over and over again in dif-
ferent contexts, was, “[It is] a question of izzat” (izzat ka sawal hai ). Izzat
appeared to be one of the most important criteria by which most kotis
evaluated behavior, constructed identity, and were motivated to act. Such
constructions of izzat, both within the koti community and in relation to
wider societal evaluations across various domains of identity constitute an
important theme in this book. I argue that while hijras (and kotis) are con-
stituted in part by their sexual differences, this very domain in turn is con-
stituted by and cuts across various other axes of difference within which
hijras and kotis situate themselves and through which they evaluate their
moral differences and construct their authenticity.
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Hijras, Individuality, and Izzat

This book complicates our understanding of the so-called third sex in India
and unpacks the category “hijra.” It does so by focusing on the active con-
testation of authenticity and respect that occurs between various sexual
categories in Hyderabad and by arguing that the axis of sexual difference
through which hijras have traditionally been understood is intersected by
a variety of other axes of identity, including religion, gender, kinship, and
class. Further, in each of these interconnected domains, hijras, I argue, are
deeply implicated in the local moral economy of izzat, or respect, a value
that provides the primary impetus for the construction of their identities. In
other words, this book questions representations of hijras as the personifi-
cation of a third sex while also challenging the sufficiency of sexual politics
and gender performativity as adequate glosses on hijra identification and
practice. Ultimately, it endeavors to show how hijras (and kotis more gen-
erally) are coherent identities crafted by diverse ethical practices; practices
which do not construct them merely as sexual identities, but identities
articulated by and through a multiplicity of morally evaluated differences.

In contrast to chapter 1, which focused primarily on the study’s ethno-
graphic contexts, this chapter focuses on delineating the theoretical frames
within which this analysis of hijra identity locates itself.1 This process
requires, first, an excursion into the varied historical and cultural repre-
sentations of hijras, each representation—whether in the ancient,medieval,
colonial, or contemporary context—reflecting its own particular ideological
agenda and framing premise. In charting the history of these representa-
tions, perhaps themostnoticeable feature is the silenceof thepeoplewhoare
so represented. Although this ethnography could be seen as contributing to
such hijra marginalization, it is important to note that hijras’ own accounts
of their individuality and their crafting of personhood are central to the anal-
ysis here. In this regard, an important icon around which they configure
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their identity is that of the renouncer, or sannyasi, a figurewith an extensive
and complicated lineage in Indian religion, mythology, and history. I con-
textualize hijras’ narratives within the vast body of South Asian literature
relating to renunciation, focusing on the relationship between the symbols
and practices of renunciation and individuality. Finally, this construction of
individuality is fundamentallymoral, intricately boundupwith a local econ-
omyof respect. Given their stigma in Indian society, it is perhaps no surprise
that hijras emphasized ways to assert and maintain their izzat, a term often
translated as “honor” in the South Asian and anthropological literature. I
argue, however, that hijras use the term with a more individualized and
less “libidinized” understanding than that in much of the anthropological
literature, leadingme to translate the term as “respect,” rather than “honor.”
In this chapter therefore, I contextualize hijras’ accounts of their lives by
sketching the contours of three frameworks: historical representations of
hijras, South Asian constructions of individuality and renunciation, and
analyses of izzat, or respect.

interrogating constructions of the “third” sex

Four somewhat distinct constructions of the third sex dominate the existing
literature, which I broadly characterize as the ancient, medieval, colonial,
and contemporary anthropological, each representing both a chronological
moment and an analytic concern in the representations of hijras. I address
each of these representations not as they were produced chronologically
but, instead, as they analyze hijras in different epochs, each with its own
particular critical agenda. I start with the relatively recent secondary lit-
erature that represents the historiography of the third sex in what can be
termed the ancient Indian philosophical and liturgical texts. I then examine
the medieval Perso-Urdu secondary literature, which highlights the history
of eunuchs—as political actors, as religious figures, and as slaves. Next I
look at the largely British colonial literature, which focuses on the classifica-
tion of hijras and the “criminal” nature of their activities. Finally, I address
the recent anthropological body of literature that situates hijras explicitly
within the larger framework of sexual difference.

Historiography and “Ancient” Texts
The first domain of literature about hijras relates to the analysis of ancient
Indian texts2 (Brahmanical, Buddhist, and Jain) and addresses the ostensible
history of the third sex and sexuality in India (see Meyer 1971; Artola 1975;
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O’Flaherty 1980; Dundas 1992; Zwilling 1992; Goldman 1993; Sweet and
Zwilling 1993; Zwilling and Sweet 1996; Vatsyayana 2002). Starting from
the premise that “the category of a third sex has been a part of the Indian
worldview for nearly three thousand years” (Zwilling and Sweet 1996, 362),
these authors set out to elucidate this category—variously referred to in
Sanskrit (Hindu) and Pali (Buddhist) texts as kliba , pandaka , trtiyaprakrti,
or more commonly as napumsaka—providing historical evidence for a
premodern (and pre-Islamic) concept of sexuality and the category of sexual
thirdness in India.3

While shifting forms, third-natured individuals, transposed genders, sex-
ual masquerades, and same-sex procreation abound in the Hindu mytho-
logical, folkloric, epic, and early Vedic/Puranic literatures (Doniger 1999;
Vanita and Kidwai 2000; Doniger and Kakar 2002),4 according to Zwilling
and Sweet (1996), it is among the Jains, a minority religious community
with an ancient history and a distinct corpus of literature, that specula-
tions on the nature of third-sexed individuals were the most elaborated and
thorough, constituting perhaps “the single richest source for knowledge of
the third sex, as well as for speculations on sex and gender, to be found
in India from the ancient to medieval periods” (363). By virtue of a “pan-
Indian acceptance of a third sex,” they argue, this category has “served as a
focal point for speculations that ultimately resulted in the formation of an
autonomous idea of sexuality” for the Jains, much like that postulated by
sexual historians for the modern, nineteenth-century West (365).

AsSweet andZwilling (1993; see alsoZwilling andSweet 1996),Goldman
(1993), and others contend, speculation by religious scholars on the char-
acteristics attributable to the different sexes arose in the context of exam-
ining the relationship between natural gender and grammatical gender.
Such a relationship was premised on the assumption that “objects, as well
as people, are gendered by the presence or absence of certain defining
characteristics,” and expressed through a single term for both natural and
grammatical gender, that is, the linga .5 By the third century CE, there were
three distinct views on the essential characteristics by which a person could
be assigned to one of the three genders (purusa , stri, and napumsaka). The
first (Brahmanical) view characterized gender by the presence or absence
of certain primary and secondary characteristics, a doctrine that was also
endorsed by the Buddhists.6 The second, Buddhist, position (whichwas also
a Brahmanical belief elaborated most clearly in Indian medical literature)
assigned gender by the presence or absence of procreative ability, with
impotence signifying membership in the third, or napumsaka , category
(Filliozat 1964; Zysk 1991; Sweet and Zwilling 1993).
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The Jains, however, rejected both these Brahmanical and Buddhist bases
for differentiating masculine and feminine markers. As Zwilling and Sweet
(1996) contend, the Jain system of thought is the only Indian system to
differentiate between what they term “biological sex,” or dravyalinga
(material [sexual] mark), distinguished by primary and secondary sexual
characteristics, and “psychological gender,” or bhavalinga (mental [sexual]
mark), referring to the psychicmakeup of a particular individual. Given this
additional marker of gender assignment in the Jain exegetical literature, de-
terminations based on primary and secondary sexual characteristics alone
(as in the Brahmanical and Buddhist systems) were deemed insufficient.
After the fifth century CE, Jains rejected the second marker of Brahmani-
cal/Buddhist gender assignment—the criterion of reproductive capacity—
because prepubescent and postmenopausal women would not be charac-
terized as women by this criterion. Instead, what was deemed important
as a distinguishing characteristic was sexual behavior, or the role (recep-
tive or penetrative) adopted in sexual intercourse. In the late canonical as
well as the early exegetical Jain literature (from approximately the fifth
century CE), there appeared a fourth sex (the masculine napumsaka or
purusanapumsaka). What distinguished the feminine napumsaka from
the masculine napumsaka , given their similar physical appearance, was
their sexual practice—whether they were merely receptive partners in sex-
ual intercourse (feminine), or both penetrative and receptive (masculine),
with thepenetrative behavior determining theirmasculine characterization.

In debating the definitions of the sexes, Jains had an overriding theo-
retical and pragmatic interest. On the one hand, given the relatively recent
formation of their canon and their heterodox nature, they were actively de-
bating the issue of whether or not women could attain spiritual liberation
(moksa), which led them to examine what it meant to be a man, woman, or
neitherman norwoman.7 On the other hand, they had inherited the concep-
tion and terminology of a third sex from classical (Vedic) schools of thought
but were still in the process of identifying andmarking this category.While
they concurredwith contemporaryBrahmanical scholars and texts thatmale
sexual desire for aman formed one aspect of third-sex sexuality, Jain texts of
the time also emphasized the hyperlibidinous nature of third-sex persons.
Aside from this hyperlibidinous aspect, however, third-sex sexuality was
largely unexamined in the Jain canonical literature.

One of the more striking innovations of exegetical Jain literature after
the fifth century, was a theorization of this sexuality and an explanation
postulated for the hyperlibidinal nature of napumsakas in terms of
bisexuality—a solution to their ordainment dilemma that allowed for the
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spiritual liberation of these individuals (and thus their ordainment). Ac-
cording to Zwilling and Sweet (1996), napumsakas in Jain texts went from
being characterized by and through their desire exclusively for men in the
early canonical period (fourth century to the fifth century), to being charac-
terized by their desire for either men or women (i.e., a differentiation was
made between masculine napumsakas [purusanapumsaka ] and feminine
napumsakas [pandaka or kliba ]) in the late canonical period, to ultimately
being characterized by desire for bothmen and women in the exegetical lit-
erature (what the authors of the article refer to as bisexuality). In postulating
this schema, and through its various manifestations and theoretical forms,
Jains maintained the separation of sexuality and sexual object choice from
biological sex and gender, and identified third-sex sexuality as primarily
hyperlibidinal and bisexual.8 Ultimately, whatever the differences between
the Brahmanical, Buddhist, and Jain texts, there was certainly an extensive
debate and literature on the concept of sexuality, differentiations between
biological and grammatical gender, elaborations on sexual object choice,
and the notion of a third nature in India, dating back to at least the third
century, if not before.

Despite the existence of this vast corpus of literature, however, contem-
porary sexual identities/categories are by no means unproblematic exten-
sions or instantiations of these figures or early debates asZwilling andSweet
(1996) seem to suggest when they state, “the class of transvestite singers,
dancers, and prostitutes known as hijras are the contemporary representa-
tives of the unmales and third sex of earlier times” (363). Given that the term
hijra is believed to be an Urdu word, used widely in the subcontinent only
after the arrival of the Mughals in the sixteenth century, it is difficult to see
this term in explicit relation to the terms used in the Sanskrit and Pali texts
to refer to “unmales and the third sex” prior to this period, namely, trtiyapra-
krti, kliba , and napumsaka . In fact, asWendy Doniger notes, the term kliba
is explicitly not the same as “third nature” or trtiyaprakrti, notwithstanding
Richard Burton’s elision of this difference in his (infamous) translation of
the Kamasutra (Doniger 2003). Further, the meanings of the Sanskrit/Pali
terms themselves vary widely; the term kliba ranges in meaning from
“eunuch” (a translation that, as Doniger notes, possibly dates only from
the Turko-Persian influence of the ninth century) to someone “who was
sterile, impotent, castrated, a transvestite, amanwhohad oral sexwith other
men, who had anal sex, a man with mutilated or defective sexual organs, a
hermaphrodite, or finally, a man who produced only female children” (11).
Given this wide range of meanings, Zwilling and Sweet’s assertion that
hijras are the contemporary representations of the ancient napumsakas
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would be difficult to defend. Whatever the veracity of their characteriza-
tion, however, it is significant that there was an extensive debate and a
body of literature in India devoted to delineating the nature of sexuality
and erotic interactions with people of a “third nature” in texts even prior to
the fifth century CE.

“Medieval” References
References to individuals of a third nature, other than commentaries on
the earlier texts (see Vanita and Kidwai 2000), are harder to find during
the medieval period of Indian history, from the eighth to the eighteenth
centuries. Explicit references to eunuchs in South Asia, however, increase
dramatically with the arrival of Muslim rulers in the eleventh and twelfth
centuries.9 As several scholars have noted, the courtly traditions of eunuchs
in the Islamic world, especially in the Mamluk Sultanate and Ottoman em-
pires, as well as in the (non-Islamic) Roman, Byzantine, and Chinese em-
pires, have been well documented (Mitamura 1970; Anderson 1990; Peirce
1993; Ringrose 1994; Marmon 1995; Ayalon 1999; Gaul 2002; Sideris 2002;
Tougher 1999, 2002; Tsai 2002). In much of this secondary literature, the
overarching framework for the social history of eunuchs emphasizes one
(or more) of three aspects—eunuchs’ political, religious, or slave status.

As historian Shaun Tougher notes, the predominant focus in the histori-
cal study of eunuchs has tended to be “their place and function at royal and
imperial courts,” despite, as he notes, “other interesting and fertile topics of
study” (2002, 143). Medieval European travelers and recent social historians
alike have been fascinated by the vibrancy and longevity of the eunuchs’
presence and their increasingly prominent role in the court systems of var-
ious empires as political advisors, powerful administrators, and “chamber-
lains,” as well as trusted generals and guardians of the harim, or inner/
female domain.

The fundamental concern guiding these accounts was to explain why
eunuchs became so valued an instrument of imperial power—a focus that
perhaps reveals as much about the authors and their frames of reference as
about the courtly traditions of eunuchs. The answers to this question are fas-
cinating and center explicitly on eunuchs’ social and embodied difference.
At times, their difference stemmed from their origin as outsiders, often as
slaves imported from outside the boundaries of the (Roman, Ottoman) em-
pire (Hopkins 1978; cf. Ayalon 1999; Tougher 2002), and thereby spatially
bound to their owners.10 Or their difference derived from the “physical
nature of eunuchs” (Tougher 2002, 144) that allowed their bodies to be
imbued with moral worth—the ultimately trustworthy and loyal subjects
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in a (gendered) world often full of intrigue, shifting loyalties, nepotism, and
violence. As gender-neutral, non-“testiculated” individuals (Ringrose 1994),
eunuchs were incapable of impregnating women and directly perpetuat-
ing their lineage and yet capable of “manly” protection. As Shaun Tougher
notes, the “condition of the eunuch as a castratedman” (2002, 152; empha-
sis added) is what made them valuable (slave) commodities in the politics
of empire building.

Although many analyses of the early Roman, Byzantine, and Chinese
empires do exist, much of the literature focuses on the role of eunuchs in
Islamic empires, including the Mamluk Sultanate in what is now Egypt
(Marmon 1995; Ayalon 1999) and the Delhi Sultanate and Mughal empire
in present-day India and Pakistan (Kidwai 1985; Chatterjee 1999, 2002).
In these analyses, the question of why eunuchs were able to rise to such
prominence was an explicit focus of inquiry. According to David Ayalon
(1999), their prominence owes as much to Islamic gender segregation in
the social sphere and to the “special character of the Muslim slave insti-
tution” that was dominated by people of non-Arab, slave origin who were
thus bound to their owners/patrons, as to the stereotypic perception of eu-
nuchs as clever, loyal, and trustworthy servants who had free access to all
spatial domains and segments of the population (15). Whatever the rea-
son for their prominence, during the medieval period of history, eunuchs
certainly existed in large numbers in most Islamic (and many non-Islamic)
empires and rose to positions of significance and affluence in the royal
courts.

Eunuchs were significant not only as political actors. Shaun Marmon
gives a fascinating and detailed account of the position of eunuchs in the
Islamic religious sphere, focusing on the sacred societies of eunuchs at the
tomb of the Prophet Muhammad in Madina and at the Ka’ba in Mecca—
societies that have endured from the mid-twelfth century to the present
day.11 One of the most interesting aspects of this account for the present
context is the apparent discomfort engendered by these holy eunuchs and
the shift in explanations of their presence over the course of time. While
thirteenth-century accounts were hagiographic treatises by pious scholars,
later works by travelers such as Ibn Jubayr and Ibn Batutta in the fourteenth
century, as well as those by Mamluk historians such as al-Sakhawi in the
fifteenth century, emphasize the history of the eunuch societies and their
traditional occupation as the guardians of the Prophet’s sanctuary in Ma-
dina. These accounts primarily debate the origin of their royal patronage,
rather than the incongruity of their occupation as powerful and venerated
figureswhose presence requires a “reasonable” explanation (Marmon1995).
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The extraordinary prestige of eunuchs in the holy cities, however, greatly
disturbed the imagination of European travelers from the eighteenth cen-
tury onward, who could not comprehend the veneration accorded these
eunuchs. The very sight of “whole men” kissing the hands of these “repul-
sively ugly . . . startlingly emaciated,” sexless creatures (Rutter 1928, quoted
in Marmon 1995, 95) clearly upset the Europeans. The only plausible expla-
nation for this abomination was a functional one that highlighted a sexual
or gendered purpose: “that in the event of a disturbance occurring [in the
harim ofMecca] in whichwomen are concerned, or in the event of a woman
appearing on the Mataf in unseemly attire or in a state of uncleanness, they
may handle such offenders and expel themwithout impropriety, as they are
not really men in the full sense of the word” (96). While European explana-
tions prior to the eighteenth century were also functional, they did not have
a sexual focus. In these earlier accounts, the reason eunuchs were appointed
to their high office in the mosque was to guard the treasures stored there,
their lack of progeny guaranteeing their honesty and fiscal responsibility.12

However, as Marmon notes, by the late eighteenth century, this account
was generally supplanted by the sexual interpretation of “the eunuchs’ role
as guards not of the treasures of the mosque but of the women who vis-
ited it” (Marmon 1995, 97). Interestingly, in these later accounts (including
that by the well-known traveler, Richard Burton), it is apparently the racial
element—most of these eunuchs were of African origin and therefore “not
just a non-man but a ‘black’ non-man” (Marmon 1995, 100)—asmuch as the
sexual aspect that causes their discomfort. Through all of these accounts,
eunuchs themselves are never given a voice, their history and represen-
tation becoming as much a chronicle of the authors’ preoccupations and
anxieties as a historical account of their lives.

In almost all of the abovementioned contexts, however, one issue is indis-
putable:Most eunuchs began their careers as slaves.13 As Indrani Chatterjee
notes, however, slavery inmany of these contexts—and certainly in precolo-
nial India—should not be understood as the kind of servitude intrinsic to
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century plantation economies, but as resulting
from a more peaceful commerce that highlights the tropes (and dialectic)
of “alienation and intimacy,” rather than violence (Chatterjee 2002, 61).
Slavery, Chatterjee argues, is central to the historical understandingnot only
of social hierarchy, but also of same-sex desire in the Indian past. Inmuch of
the Perso-Urdu poetry of medieval India, the paradoxical relations inherent
in the linguistic trope of slavery serve as the normative framework for the
language of desire more generally. In such poetry, the “free” author/lover
speaks as the “slave” of his beloved, who is in fact often an “idealized” slave,
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much as the author is always a “free” adult male. As long as representations
of desire did not subvert the social order, that is, “threaten a reversal of
real power relations (the slave controlling the ‘slave of love,’ his master)”
(61), this trope was the normative lens throughwhich relations of love, both
within and outside of the formal slave topos, were depicted (see Naim 1979;
Rahman 1990; Chatterjee 1999; Kidwai 2000).

By the eighteenth century, however, this framework had been trans-
formed by the European colonial encounter. Colonial accounts henceforth
rendered all homosexual relations as “criminal” and also consistently omit-
ted any allusions to a slave topos from their accounts of a hierarchical Indian
society. All sexual acts between men were henceforth coded in the idiom of
gender and sexuality. Previous discourses of “active” and “passive” sexual ac-
tivities that accordedwith free and slave status, respectively,were uniformly
reinterpreted as masculine and feminine or “natural” and “unnatural” (col-
lective) propensities. Gradually, the lens of gender or sexuality “displace[d]
the lens of slavery in the language of the colonized” (Chatterjee 2002, 67).
This sexualization of the discourse of love—with slaves (including eunuchs)
as the silent subjects of this “unnatural” transformation—resulted in an
epistemic shift in the discursive understanding of homoeroticism, social hi-
erarchy, and embodied difference in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
India. Eunuchs and hijras, it would seem, were central to this colonial
(mis)representation.

Classification in Colonial Literature
Interestingly, the colonial literature that explicitly spotlights hijras focuses
less on their status as slaves or as a third sex than on their status as one
among the scores of castes/tribes in India that were stratified according to
gender and religion. These accounts primarily emphasize the classification
and reproduction of this community, rather than its ambiguous gender or
slave status.

Hijras find a place in several compendia and glossaries of castes and
tribes of India, including one compiled in the 1880s by E. J. Kitts, which
claims to be “a list of all castes and tribes as returned by the people them-
selves and entered by the census enumerators” (1885, v). Several other
colonial accounts also reinforce this view of hijras as a distinct caste or
community in different regions of the country (Crooke 1896; Bhimbai 1901;
Thurston 1909; Ibbetson 1911; Russell 1916; Rose 1919; Enthoven 1922; see
also Preston 1987). William Crooke, basing his observations on the 1891
census, classifies hijras into Muhammadans and Hindus as well as males
and females (1896, 495). In enumerating hijras in thirty-eight districts of
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contemporary Uttar Pradesh, Crooke lists twenty-one as having both male
and female hijras, with one district even having more female than male
hijras (Crooke 1896; Agrawal 1997). In total, Crooke lists 372 female hijras
out of 1,125 hijras listed in the 1891 census. Similarly, Enthoven (1922),
referring to the 1901 census, notes that there were 138 eunuchs in certain
regions of northwest India, including “eight females who appear to be pros-
titutes” (quoted in Agrawal 1997, 282). It is not clear from these colonial
and census recordswhether this classification refers to an internal organiza-
tion of the hijra community in terms of masculine and feminine roles or, as
some accounts indicate, to the large number ofwomenwhowere dependent
on the hijra community. As several census enumerators and scholars have
noted (Gait 1911; Hutton 1931; Agrawal 1997), the census frame for the data
on sex was (and continues to be) essentially binary, perhaps accounting for
the classification of “female” hijras. Nevertheless, this classificatory infor-
mation is interesting as much for what it reveals about colonial categories
and frames of reference as for what it reveals about the reality of hijras’
lives during British rule (Srinivasan 1984; Cohn 1987).

Colonialism and “Criminal Castes” While caste was undoubtedly the pri-
mary social category in the colonial imagination, hijras, as the proverbial
“eunuchs,” were not just any one of the several hundred castes and tribes
of India. Rather, they were classified and registered along with other “crim-
inal castes,” a new category of being in the discourse and polity of colonial
India (Arnold 1985; Freitag 1985; Yang 1985; Radhakrishna 1989; Nigam
1990; Tolen 1991). Following the promulgation of the Criminal Tribes Act
(Act 27) of 1871, which called for the “registration, surveillance and control
of certain tribes and eunuchs,” hijras were officially included under this
rubric of dangerous outlaws (Ayres 1992; Srivastava 2001).14 Although ini-
tially applicable only in the Northwest Provinces, Awadh and Punjab, by
the early twentieth century, many sections of this act were extended to the
whole of British India.

Under this act, the term eunuch was “deemed to include all persons of
the male sex who admit themselves, or on medical inspection clearly ap-
pear to be impotent,” a classification that then allowed for the registration,
surveillance, and ability to arrest all such individuals. This category included
individuals who (a ) “are reasonably suspected of kidnapping or castrating
children, or of committing offenses under section 377 of the Indian Penal
Code, or of abetting the commission of any of the said offenses”; (b) “appear,
dressed or ornamented like a woman, in a public street or place, or in any
other place, with the intention of being seen from a public street or place”;
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or (c) “dance or play music, or take part in any public exhibition, in a public
street or place or for hire in a private house” (Collection of Acts Passed by
the Governor-General of India in Council of the Year 1871).

The constitution of this colonial category—a “criminal caste”—involved
the construction and detailed elaboration of “a body of knowledge defining
the nature, habits, and characteristics” of individuals so classified (Tolen
1991, 106). This knowledge base was premised not only on prevailing un-
derstandings of the nature of Indian society (and caste in particular), but
also on constructions of crime, deviance, and vagrancy inVictorianEngland
(Yang 1985). As Tolen (1991) notes,

By the mid-nineteenth century, the idea of the “dangerous classes”—who were com-

posed of the unemployed, vagrants, the poor, criminals, drunkards andprostitutes—

was firmly ensconced inVictorian thought, and a common discourse identified their

physical characteristics, habits and locale. Various causes were proposed to explain

the criminality of the dangerous classes: strong drink, ignorance, poor upbringing,

indigence, character defects, and hereditary predisposition. The theory that certain

people had an inborn propensity for crime implied that nothing, other than overt

control, could prevent them from acting on such propensities. (108)

Embedded in this construction was the notion that crime was an inborn,
hereditary propensity, passed on to succeeding generations as was caste
affiliation. The propensity for crime and its subsequent codification was, in
essence, written onto the bodies of the so-called criminal castes. In addition
to this literal embodiment, colonial control/reformeffortswere also directed
at the labor that these bodies performed. In the case of hijras, as the Crimi-
nal Tribes Act indicates, this labor was both sexual (Article 377 of the Penal
Code, which prohibits sodomy), and asexual or work/occupation-related,
that is, dancing, singing, and relating to public rules of habiliment (see Cohn
1989).15Most important, this knowledge also legitimized themoral condem-
nation and subsequent subjugation of these criminal subjects. As heredi-
tary castes, their bodies and their labor were to be regulated, surveilled,
and controlled; in effect made into “docile bodies” (Foucault 1995). To this
end, laws were passed criminalizing their bodies and proscribing their la-
bor. Further, their lands, granted to them by previous rulers (inam lands,
or lands granted by royal decree), were confiscated because hijras could
not demonstrate legitimate heritage (Revenue Department correspondence,
1844, as referenced in Ayres 1992).

Supporting this British obsession with classification and regulation was
an elaborate discourse on thenature of hijras and the recruitment patterns of
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this caste/community, a narrative that obliquely acknowledged the inability
of hijras to reproduce themselves in the manner of other castes and tribes.
There appear to have been three (British) views regarding the “naturalness”
of hijras and their subsequent status as potential recruits to the community.
The first focused on hijras as “naturally” impotent men (Bhimbai 1901;
Thurston 1909; Enthoven 1922).However, it is not clear from these accounts
whether this condition was sufficient for recruitment, or whether it merely
signaled the necessary prior condition for the emasculation operation that
signified real membership in the hijra community.

The second and perhaps more prevalent view relates to those “males
born with congenital malformation” (Preston 1987). While opinions appar-
ently differed regarding the manner in which “malformed” men became
members of the community, that is, whether parents gave them to the com-
munity when they were born (Russell 1916), hijras claimed them (Crooke
1896; Faridi 1899; Bhimbai 1901), or they joined voluntarily at a later age
(Thurston 1909), malformation or genital deformity itself was perhaps the
most common and natural reason for recruitment to the hijra community.16

The last category of individuals seen as potential recruits were those
characterized as “artificial eunuchs.” This label included those who “usually
mutilate themselves in the performance of a religious vow, sometimes taken
by the mother as a means of obtaining children” (Russell 1916, 207). In all
of these colonial accounts, the “regularity with which the British concerned
themselves with the hijra body” (Agrawal 1997, 285) is noteworthy, signify-
ing not only the binary sex/gender frame of reference within which colonial
officials were operating, but also the naturalization of sexual difference and
the centrality of the “deficient” body in such constructions of identity.

Colonialism and Sexuality As several scholars have noted with respect to
the politics of European colonial rule, sexual prescriptions along the lines
of race, class, and gender have often been the linchpin of colonial ideolo-
gies (Ballhatchet 1980; Nandy 1983; Hyam 1990; Stoler 1995, 1997; see also
Manderson and Jolly 1997). In fact, as John and Nair (1998) contend with
regard to British imperial ideology, the “concepts of ‘private’ and ‘public,’
moral and scandalous have hinged . . . decisively on questions of sexuality”
(12–13; see also Sarkar 1995; Engels 1996).17 In particular, sexual lack or
inadequacy on the part of the natives became the premise for a colonial char-
acterization of the entire community and way of life in India. Fundamental
toBritish colonial constructions of power and subjectivitywas thehomology
they drew between sexual and political dominance; their masculinity legit-
imized their colonization, which in turn proved their superior masculine
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prowess and the dominance of (British) masculinity over (Indian) femi-
ninity (Nandy 1983; Chatterjee 1989). In such an imperial ideology, all
Indians—women and men—were feminized vis-à-vis the British. In fact,
as Mrinalini Sinha (1995) and Indira Chowdhury (2001) suggest, the hy-
permasculinity, or “manliness,” of the British colonialists was seemingly
contingent on the “effeminacy” and contemptible weakness of colonized
Indian men (see also Nandy 1983; Krishnaswamy 1998).

Quite apart from characterizing and representing a way of life for both
the colonized as well as the colonizers, this preoccupation with Indian ef-
feminacy as a foil for British masculinity also prefigured Indian nationalist
responses to colonialism. Indian nationalists explicitly responded to this
discourse of colonial masculinity and drew on the tremendous iconic value
and moral force of renunciation, both material and sexual (Caplan 1989;
Kakar 1989; Basu 1995; John and Nair 1998; Srivastava 2001). They sought
to construct a new masculinity for the colonized in terms of the “political
sannyasi,” or renouncer (Nikhilananda 1953; John andNair 1998; Roy 1998;
Chowdhury 2001). While earlier nationalists emphasized the virility of
kshatriya , or warrior castes, a construction that ultimately reproduced the
categories of imperial ideology (seeNandy1983), later nationalists redefined
masculinity not in terms of proving one’s militant virility but by indicating
the superiority of indigenous “spiritual” worth. Drawing on the work of fig-
ures such as Swami Vivekananda, these nationalists revisionedmasculinity
in terms of the elevation of Indian spiritual strength as opposed toWestern
bodily or physical strength (see Chatterjee 1989; Chowdhury 2001).

A somewhat more radical repudiation of colonial masculinity was
Gandhi’s nationalist call to what Leela Gandhi calls “dissident androgyny”
(Gandhi 1998, 100). As Ashis Nandy (1983) notes, Gandhi’s was a two-
pronged strategy: First, he critiqued the elevation of male sexuality and
its equation of hypermasculinity with authentic Indianness. Second, draw-
ing on several of the ascetic traditions of India, he posited the ability to
transcend the man-woman dichotomy through a self-conscious aspiration
for androgyny. The desire to become “God’s eunuch,” as he put it (Mehta
1977, 194), was superior to both the essence of masculinity and femininity.
Together, these principles not only questioned the colonial homology of
sexual and political dominance but also provided a nonviolent means for
combining activism and courage, the courage to “rise above cowardice or
kapurusatva (failure of masculinity) and become a ‘man,’ on the way to
becoming the authentic man who admits his drive to become both sexes”
(Nandy 1983, 54; see alsoKakar 1989; Parekh 1989). In this characterization,
Gandhi creatively disables the logic of colonial sexual binaries by inverting
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the terms of the nationalist debate and elevating femaleness to an equal
footing with maleness in the crafting of anticolonial subjectivity.18

Despite their different political agendas, both Vivekananda’s and
Gandhi’s formulations can be interpreted as attempts to elevate celibacy, or
explicit sexual renunciation, as an ideological challenge to colonial construc-
tions of masculinity/dominance. If, for Vivekananda, celibacy was what
built real (spiritual) masculinity, for Gandhi, celibacy served as the ultimate
means throughwhich politics could be domesticated. In both of these elabo-
rations, the embodied transformation of (male) sexual energy into a higher
spiritual power through the disciplining of the body and, most importantly,
the renunciation of sexual desire can be read as a protest against colonial
masculinity. In other words, following Nandy’s (1983) and Chowdhury’s
(2001) characterizations, Gandhi’s and Vivekananda’s repudiation of virile
masculinity as the means by which to protest colonial orderings of the
(Indian) self highlights sexuality—or its active renunciation—as the tran-
scendent solution to the “problem” of re-masculinizing the nation. This
power—the power of sexual renunciation—is a powerful moral force in
hijra conceptualizations, one they explicitly draw on in their elaborations
of authenticity, izzat, and identity.

Contemporary Third-Sex Analyses
The third, more recent literature on hijras returns to issues of their sex/
gender ambiguity, engaging hijras in debates relating to binary gender cat-
egorization, cross-cultural understandings of gender fluidity, and the con-
struction of sexual categories. The earliest sociological debates focusing on
hijras in the postcolonial period set the stage in this regard. While not ex-
plicitly detailing the issue of hijras’ sexual ambiguity, this body of literature
highlighted the role of hijras as sexual performers and, perhaps for the first
time, created a separate domain for the analysis of hijra sexual practice
as distinct from their religious/ritual practice. Such analyses find their
most explicit expression in the 1950s Carstairs/Opler debate that questioned
the sexual and “professional” identity of hijras, categorically opposing the
realms of homosexuality and ritual practice by way of an answer (Carstairs
1956; Opler 1960; Shah 1961; see also Sinha 1967; Freeman 1979; Bobb and
Patel 1982; Claiborne 1983; Sanghvi 1984; Vyas and Shingala 1987; Sharma
1989).

The vast majority of subsequent (largely anthropological) literature ad-
dressing hijras in the past ten or twelve years situates them explicitly within
the realm of sexual difference, implicating them in the debate on Western
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versus non-Western tolerance for sexual ambiguity and binary gender cat-
egorization (Nanda 1990, 1994; Jaffrey 1996; Balaji and Malloy 1997). In
addition, this literature enlists the hijra as one more actor in the global
drama of subversive sexuality. Along with the kathoey of Thailand, xanith
of Oman, berdache/two-spirit of Native North America, and f’afafine of
Polynesia, among a host of other third genders, these “institutionalized”
categories (often standing in for each other) represent an alternative to the
duality of the Anglo-European two-gender system (cf. Epple 1998).

Perhaps the best-known work on hijras in recent years, especially in aca-
demic and popular circles in the United States, is Serena Nanda’s ethnogra-
phy Neither Man norWoman: The Hijras of India . Originally published in
1990, Nanda’s was one of the first ethnographies to represent hijras outside
the framework of deviance, as “full human beings.” It was also the first
book-length monograph on hijras published in the United States. Through
contextual chapters and personal narratives, this book, richly configured
around hijras’ institutionalization of a third role, conveys an empathetic
and humanistic understanding of the lives of the hijras with whom Nanda
interacted. Despite its nuanced understanding, however, Nanda’s analysis
remains enmeshed within the limits of what, for lack of another phrase,
can perhaps be termed a “third-sex” analysis. That is, the general aim is to
dispel the “Western belief that there are only two sexes and two genders,
each naturally and permanently biologically determined and each exclusive
of the meanings and characteristics of the other” (1990, xi). This emphasis
is signaled by the choice of John Money, best known for his controversial
work on intersexed children and his role in promoting a “healthy” dual
gender system in the United States (see Colapinto 2000), as the author of
the preface to the book. Given this analytic agenda, hijras, who occupy, ac-
cording to Nanda, one of the few contemporary “alternative gender roles,”
are framed in this ethnography as the quintessential third category that is
rooted in “Indian culture’s” implicit accommodation of gender fluidity.

Themost representative ofwhat I amreferring to as a third-sex analysis is
the volume edited byGilbertHerdt,Third Sex, ThirdGender: BeyondSexual
Dimorphism in Culture and History (1994). In the preface, Herdt asks, “Is
sexual dimorphism inevitable in human affairs?” The answer, a resounding
no, is the substance of this book. Drawing on the disciplines of anthropol-
ogy and social history, the articles—including a chapter by Serena Nanda
on hijras in India—not only describe the “cultural and historical contexts in
which [third] sex/gender schemata have evolved, become institutionalized,
changed and matured” (Herdt 1994, 18), but also address the relationships
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between the third sex and erotic desire/practice and, more generally, be-
tween “cultural processes and the historical production of third-sex roles
and categories” in different regions of the world (19).

AlthoughHerdt and the other contributors do an admirable job of sketch-
ing the particular contexts of third-sex elaboration in India, the Balkans,
eighteenth-century Holland, Papua New Guinea, and during the Byzantine
Empire, to name just a few places, by delimiting sexual categories of anal-
ysis, their project overly reifies the domain of sexuality, merely adding
another block to the edifice of sexual studies. Despite the caveat that the
emphasis on the third category is merely a heuristic device that stands in
for the possibility of multiple categories, many of the chapters—including
Nanda’s on hijras—emphasize the code of thirdness as the transcendent so-
lution to the sexual dimorphism question. Clearly, Third Sex, Third Gender
is noteworthy for its deconstruction of sexual dimorphism, which many
earlier studies were predicated upon, as well as its marshaling of a wealth
of interdisciplinary and cross-cultural data on systems of sex and gender.
Nevertheless, it tends to effectively separate the domain of sexuality from
that of political economy and the analysis of other axes of identity, thereby
limiting its usefulness as an articulation of the complexity of everyday
life. Ultimately, the emphasis on alternative sexualities in different cross-
cultural contexts unwittingly encourages the delineation of yet another
distinct subfield of study. Rather than prying open the sex/gender arena,
third-sex studies have reiterated the somewhat tautological and static terms
of the debate by reinscribing the division of Western (historicized) versus
non-Western (somewhat ahistorical) sex/gender systems, and reified the
study of sexuality rather than emphasizing its articulation with other axes
of identity and modes of practice.

Serena Nanda’s early work, although exemplary in the richness of its
ethnographic detail, can be criticized on this count. Given the third-sex
framework of the analysis, Nanda’s early work inadvertently reinforces a di-
vision between Western dual gender systems and Indian accommodations
of gender variation outside this binary framework.19 As I learned during
my fieldwork, hijras in Hyderabad did not always identify themselves as
third-sex individuals in opposition to a binary framework. Instead, they
sometimes adopted cultural symbols that were either feminine or a com-
bination of masculine and feminine, rather than defining themselves cate-
gorically as “neither man nor woman,” a point that other scholars make as
well (Cohen 1995b; Agrawal 1997). Further, hijras do not see themselves
or others solely through the lens of sexuality; they argue explicitly for the
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roles of kinship, religion, and class, among others, in their constructions of
self-identity. In otherwords, hijras cannot be reduced tomerelymetonymic,
non-Western figures for an analysis of gender fluidity; rather, they provide
a lens through which to examine the embeddedness of sexuality within
other arenas of everyday life.

However—and this is particularly germane to my characterization of
changing representations of hijras in the literature—Nanda’s own thinking
and work on hijras appears to have shifted during the last decade. In the
second edition of her ethnography, published in 1999, not only has Nanda
omitted the preface by Money, she has also reframed her analysis in line
with recent developments in gender theory and anthropological modes
of inquiry and representation, paying greater attention to the historico-
political contexts of current scholarship (Nanda, pers. comm.). Perhaps, in
addition to signifying changes in hijras’ lives over the course of this past
decade, these shifts in analytic frameworks and ideologies of representation
are a testimony to changing theoretical winds and modes of ethnographic
crafting.

Axiomatic of recent shifts in anthropological knowledge and modes of
presentation is thework by LawrenceCohen. Althoughhis primary research
does not focus on hijras (see Cohen 1999), Cohen has presented several
papers and written at least two articles relating to hijras and other “sexual”
categories in the north Indian city of Banaras (Cohen 1993, 1995b, 2002). In
all of these works, he explicitly calls for a more contextualized account that
does not essentialize hijras as a third sex/gender. Cohen’s insightful critique
of the essentialized vision of third-sexed hijras, favoring an “analysis which
locates the body within amultiplicity of differences, . . . [thereby] defer[ring]
efforts to read the etiology of the sexed body in terms of the primacy of
either cultural system or political economy or to reduce it to biology or
psychology [alone]” (1995b, 295), has been influential in the development
of my own larger theoretical agenda.20

In this book I focus on hijras and also explore their localization within
the wider (male) social universe of kotis in Hyderabad. Despite the exis-
tence of this wider community and social/linguistic category of kotis in
India and other parts of the subcontinent for at least the past decade, and
the sometimes acrimonious on-line debates relating to their politics of iden-
tity, relatively few analyses of kotis have been published in the literature
(Khan 1999, 2000). One of the only book-length monographs on the subject
is Jeremy Seabrook’s Love in a Different Climate (1999). In this account
of “men who have sex with men” (hereafter referred to as MSM) in India,
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Seabrook provides data from conversations with seventy-five MSM, most
of whom he met in the parks of Delhi. The author’s agenda appears to
be twofold. On the one hand, by explicitly highlighting the expression
“MSM” rather than “gay” or “bisexual,” he seeks to “avoidprojectingWestern
preoccupations . . . and ways of structuring same-sex contact . . . onto other
cultures” (1999, 1). Instead, he allows the social categories that constitute
local same-sex cultures to speak for themselves. On the other hand, inspired
by the work of the NAZ Foundation, a sexual health project based in south
Delhi, his agenda is at least partly pragmatic: to gain a better understanding
of this community so as to limit the spread of HIV/AIDS in the country.
While noteworthy for its attempts at relativism and its explication of the
koti/panti same-sex classificatory grid in India, Seabrook’s analysis is lim-
ited as a nuanced cultural account precisely because of its form—it is less
ethnography than a detailed journalistic account—and its practical agenda.
Althoughhe attempts to avoidWestern categorical imperatives, byusing the
label “MSM,” Seabrook inadvertently deploys the constellation ofmeanings
attached to a term that has its own history andmoral trajectory, entrenched
as it iswithin specific public health agendas (often derived fromormediated
by a Western context). An important corrective to such an account, there-
fore, is to look precisely at the historical and cultural contexts of koti-panti
symbolic elaboration, expressly addressing their linkswith hijras (including
the political history of koti-hijra relationships) over the course of the past
decade.

Given all of these various analyses, why do we need yet another book
on hijras and kotis? Clearly an extensive corpus of literature on this subject
exists, ranging from analyses of “deviance,” through exotic parables and
relativistic formulations, to “normative” accounts of their role, alongside
academics, as gatekeepers of the truth of sexual difference. Almost all
of these accounts, however, situate hijras and kotis explicitly within the
frame of sexual difference, thereby obscuring themultiplicity of differences
that construct and mediate their lives. Lawrence Cohen’s work explicitly
attempts to redress this emphasis, but it remains insufficiently detailed in
its ethnographic specificities. The aim of this book, therefore, is to delineate
“what it means to make sexual difference matter . . . in terms of other forms
of social difference” (Cohen 1995b, 277), not only for hijras and kotis them-
selves, but more broadly for the analysis of everyday life in South Asia. This
study ethnographically re-theorizes an out-of-the-way people (to paraphrase
Tsing 1994), arguing not only for their relevance in understanding gender
and sexuality, but also, andmore important, for the inextricable articulation
of these axes with other domains of life in South Asia.
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south asian renunciation and individuality

An analysis that embeds sexuality in other forms of social difference high-
lights the manner in which claims to hijra/koti identities are negotiated,
contested, and refuted, and implicitly engages the vast literature on con-
structions of renunciation, personhood, and individuality in South Asia.
Starting with the classic work of Louis Dumont, a recurring theme in much
of the social science literature on India in the last half century is the emer-
gence of Hinduism and notions of South Asian individuality through the
dialogue between the householder (grhasta) and the renouncer (sannyasi),
between what Dumont terms the “man-in-the-world” and the “individual-
outside-the-world” (1960; emphasis added)—a dialogue that assumes par-
ticular significance for hijra constructions of self and society.

In one of his earliest and best-known articles on the subject, Dumont
(1960) maintains that in the relation between these categories—that of
the world-renouncing sannyasi, whose religion is based on individuality,
and the worldly householder, who is enmeshed in (non-individuated) caste
society—we can find the “secret of Hinduism” (Dumont 1960, 37). In this
ideological framework, the individual does not exist in the domain of
worldly Hinduism, and any discussion of individuality in (Hindu) India
can occur only under the terms of other-worldly renunciation.

AsMattisonMines (1994) notes, althoughDumont’s viewson theplace of
the individual in Indian society build on other scholars’ ideas, namely those
of Marcel Mauss (1985) and MaxWeber (1958), it was Dumont’s views that
“initiated thedebate on individualismamongSouthAsian scholars [that] has
held center-stage” since he first set them out in the 1960s and 1970s (Mines
1994, 4). In his best-known work, Homo Hierarchicus (1970), Dumont con-
tends that, at an ideological level, Indians value collective identities such as
that of caste more than the identities of individuals, so that the individual
cannot be the unit of analysis in such cultures. Dumont distinguishes two
meanings of the term individual: first, the “empirical individual,” or the
self-conscious, physical entity that is postulated as an unproblematic and
universal feature of being; and second, the idea of the individual as a cul-
tural value (Mines 1994, 4). For Dumont, only the second sense of the term
should be used (by anthropologists/scholars) in characterizing and analyz-
ing societies, in order to “avoid inadvertently attributing the presence of the
individual to societies in which he is not recognized” (Dumont 1970, 9). In
this context, he surmises that “it is immediately obvious that there are two
mutually opposed notions of the person: one is characteristic of traditional
societies and the other of modern society.” In “traditional societies” such as
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India, rather than valuing the life of each individual, “the stress is placed on
the society as a whole, as collective Man . . . [where] each particular man in
his place must contribute to the global order [of society]” (9). For Dumont,
the Indian collectivity par excellence is defined by the caste system. In
Dumont’s view, this collectivity—an interdependent division of labor,
which is generated by the all-encompassing religious notion of hierarchy—
represents the country’s societal solidarity and its history.

For Dumont, at the level of ideology, “homo hierarchicus” of Indian
society is opposed in some measure to “homo equalis” of the modernWest.
The context, as Oyvind Jaer notes, is given: “[O]n the one side is hierarchy,
on the other equality” (1987, 357; see also Béteille 1986, 1987; Khare 1984;
Srinivas 1987). Within Indian or Hindu society in this framework, “on the
level of life in the world, the individual is not,” whereas for the modern
West, “ontologically, the society no longer exists” (Dumont 1970, 9).

One of the most trenchant critiques of Dumont’s analysis of Indian
individualism (or its lack) is Mattison Mines’s Public Faces, Private Voices:
Community and Individuality in South India (1994), whereinMines argues
for the centrality of individuality to Tamil society. Not only is individuality
recognized as “an essential feature of ordinary life” (3), he argues, but “it
is absolutely central to how South Indian Tamils explain who they are,
understand others, and conceive of their society” (10).

In Mines’s view however, this Tamil individuality is somewhat differ-
ent from Western understandings of the individual. In contrast to the
autonomous, independent nature of the individual in theWest, the individ-
ual in South India is believed to exist in relation to others and derives dis-
tinctiveness precisely from these particular and contextual relationships. In
some respects, this is similar to Ramanujan’s (1990) characterization of the
Indians’ “overall tendency to think in terms of . . . context-sensitive kinds of
rules” (47). As Mines (1994), Ramanujan (1990), and other scholars contend
(Singer 1972; Roland 1979; Shweder and Bourne 1984), Indians employ a
“cognitive style that is relationally conceived and contextually appraised”
(Shweder andBourne 1984, 189) rather than the abstract, context-freemodel
of the autonomous individual that characterizes Western modes of social
thought (Shweder and Bourne 1984; Mackie 1977; cf. Inden 1990 for a
critique of the dangers of such essentializing tendencies). In such a frame-
work, contexts are clearly specified, and behavior is enacted and interpreted
according to these circumscribed contexts and relationships rather than ac-
cording to universal rules governing all conduct. What defines the individ-
ual in such a scheme are “the particulars of who s/he is, including his/her
relations, andwhat s/he does towhom” (Mines 1994, 212)—evaluations that
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are contextual, spatially defined, ranked, and unequal in regard to political
status as well as moral values such as generosity, honor, dignity, trust, in-
telligence, and wisdom. A person’s identity is critical to how one interacts
with that individual, and, significantly, assessments of such personhood
are based not only on character, but also on gender and caste status, family
background, education, and position in life, including eminence, occupa-
tion, office, influence, relationships, and status within one’s family.

Mines’s account is an important elaboration of Indian individuality at
an ideological and empirical level. In order to make his point, however, he
constructs an overly rigid and somewhat caricaturized version of Dumont’s
thesis. Whatever one’s disagreement with Dumont’s formulations—and
there are several critiques, constituting a veritable cottage industry within
South Asian studies21—he does not suggest that there are no practices of
individualism in everyday life or symbolically elaborated in Indian society.
As he cautions, the “man-in-the-world’s adoption of notions which are es-
sentially those of the renouncer should not conceal from us the difference
between the two conditions and the twokinds of thought” (1960, 46). Rather,
Dumont suggests that the dominant ideological structure of self and soci-
ety in India is radically different when compared toWestern society.While
Mines argues, correctly in my opinion, for a theorization of individuality
that takes into account the relationship between the ideological and em-
pirical bases of self-crafting, in debunking Dumont’s construction of the
individual, he appears to read Dumont as making a cultural as opposed to
a structuralist argument about ideology.22

Even within the terms set by the Dumontian framework, the idea of
the individual in the sense of a non-empirical, “normative subject of in-
stitutions,” is not entirely absent in (Hindu) India. According to Dumont,
whereas the caste Hindu is absorbed in the collective world of relations, a
world in which he has no “reality in thought, no Being” (Dumont 1960, 42),
there is a “thinking creature” comparable to the “modern” idea of the indi-
vidual in Hindu India. Such a “creature” exists outside caste society as an
individual-outside-the-world, a renouncer, or sannyasi (Dumont 1960). For
Dumont, renouncers are individuals, and in the present context, hijras are
also renouncers in their ideological self-structuring (L. Cohen, pers. comm.).

Renunciation—and the figure of the sannyasi—has been given much
attention by scholars of South Asia, especially after Dumont’s conceptual-
ization of the sannyasi as the arch “creator of values” in the structural logic of
Hinduism (Dumont 1960).23 In this formulation, sannyasa , the fourth and
last stage of the Hindu fourfold life cycle, is in complementary opposition
to the second, householder, stage (grhastya). According to Dumont, it is this
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ideological opposition—between sannyasa and the values of renunciation
(including especially sexual renunciation), and grhastya as the householder
stage that emphasizes social/material/sexual reproduction andwell-being—
that structures the principles of identity. However, while the sannyasi, or
“individual,” in this Dumontian value system is outside the social frame-
work, his/her position is ultimately defined in explicit opposition to a caste-
and often brahman-centered logic; eventually, even if only by opposition,
the sannyasi’s individuality is subsumed within the logic of caste holism.24

An interesting exception to this holistic, caste-driven logic is the ideology
of the Lucknow Chamars (low-caste “untouchables”) outlined by Ravindra
Khare in his book, Untouchable as Himself (1984). Delineating a non-
brahmanic interpretation of sannyas, these low-caste Chamars manipulate
the terms of the debate in a way that undermines the principle of hierarchy
and caste holism and disengages it from its Dumontian mooring in other-
worldly asceticism. In theprocess they articulate an anticaste ascetic identity
that is focused on this-worldly moral values. As Joseph Alter notes, “the
Chamar gives a ‘protohumanist’ interpretation to the sannyasi’s individu-
ality by inscribing notions of freedom and equality onto the extant concept
of yogic self-realization” (1992, 318). In this manner, Khare’s Lucknow
Chamars recraft notions of sannyas and individuality in India, providing
a powerful critique of social hierarchy and caste inequality along the way.
However, as Alter (1992) and others point out, despite its radical potential,
this ideology does not really “dismantle the master’s house,” to paraphrase
Audre Lorde’s well-known maxim, ultimately reifying the structural posi-
tion of the sannyasi in Hindu India, while the transposition of the category
(sannyasi) onto a sectarian group ultimately allows for its incorporation into
the larger, predominant social framework of caste hierarchy (see Dumont
1960; Das 1977).

Similar to this Chamar ideology, but different in their particular refor-
mulation of “what it means to be ascetic-like,” are the interpretations of
wrestlers in northern India (Alter 1992, 295; 1997). As Alter notes, “unlike
the Chamar, who actually becomes a sannyasi—albeit a reformed and non-
brahmanic one—the wrestler psychosomatically reconstitutes himself and
his worldview by manipulating sannyas categories in order to become a
different kind of person altogether” (1992, 319). In this reformulation, it
is not merely anticaste sentiments that orient this individuality (although
it incorporates an implicit caste critique) but a moral self-definition that
derives its ultimate value from somatic discipline—in effect, a fundamen-
tally embodied notion of moral individuality. To quote Alter, “[I]t is by
virtue of the fact that the practice of sannyas has such profound spiritual,
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other-worldly significance that the practice of wrestling is meaningful as an
ethical ideology with worldly implications. The agency through which one
point of reference is translated into another is body discipline” (1992, 223).

Much likeAlter’s wrestlers, hijras inHyderabad are not themselves sann-
yasis, but are merely “like sannyasis” as Amir nayak, one of the senior hijra
leaders, told me in no uncertain terms. While they are not mendicants in
the strict sense of the term and do not completely separate themselves from
the social world, they do in fact demarcate their social world from that in
which they grew up, are dependent to some extent on “people-of-this-world”
(duniyadari) for their livelihood, and, what is perhapsmost important, they
are enjoined to renounce or abstain from sexual intercourse (the practice of
brahmacarya), the quintessential lay and theological marker of sannyas—
a marker that is embodied in the most radical manner for hijras through a
complete excision of the genitalia.25 “Real hijras,” I was repeatedly told, do
not “have [any] mental or physical desire for [sex with] men.”

How then do hijras reconcile their ethic of renunciationwith their every-
day sexual practice?What meanings do sannyas and brahmacarya encode
for hijras, and howare they expressed in their lives?As several scholars have
pointed out, with a few notable exceptions (Ojha 1981; Raheja and Gold
1994; Basu 1995; Khandelwal 1997, 2001), discussions of sexuality and re-
nunciation in South Asia have been remarkably focused on men’s preoccu-
pation with what is now commonly referred to as “semen anxiety”—where
“a ‘loss’ of semen is equatedwith a loss ofmasculine strength and ‘life-force’”
(Srivastava 2001, 2; see also Alter 1992; John and Nair 1998). Celibacy in
this regard is often understood in hydraulic terms as a retention or accumu-
lation of semen; a process that essentially accounts for the “creative” power
of male ascetics.

Countering this androcentric narrative, Meena Khandelwal’s research
on female sannyasinis argues for a “more expansive” understanding of the
term brahmacarya , its ideologies and practices (2001, 167). Rather than
restricting its meaning to semen retention—an anxiety over which per-
vades Banaras wrestlers’ articulations of brahmacarya—the sannyasinis’
accounts highlight a more egalitarianmodel that emphasizes “moral purity,
a lifestyle of self-control or self-restraint, and emotional detachment” rather
than the androcentric focus on “semen obsession” (Khandelwal 2001, 173).

Hijras seem to employ just such amodel. Despite their radically corporeal
enactment of brahmacarya , the logic underlying Hyderabadi hijras’ ethic
of sannyas is not dictated solely by a physiological model of semen anxi-
ety but by a more egalitarian ethic of spiritual strength, emotional detach-
ment, and moral self-control—much like that of Khandelwal’s sannyasinis.
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After all, as Irfan and Amir nayak told me repeatedly, not only is the
“male body [penis] . . . useless” for hijras, its excision merely underscores
their (ontologically prior) asexuality rather than delineating the centrality
of semen retention and power stemming from such control. Instead, as
many hijras emphasized, it is the emotional detachment and possession of
himmat, or courage/strength—emotional, psychological, and physical—to
undergo this commitment to permanent sexual abstinence that reveals hij-
ras’ greater authenticity and ultimately, their greater izzat. “Having nothing
there,” as one hijra phrased it, serves as a corporeal symbol that inscribes
and reveals hijras’ superior agency, authenticity, and izzat, constituting
in itself their heightened “reputation . . . responsibility . . . control, agency,
and eminence”—factors that explicitly construct “individuality” in Matti-
son Mines’s sense of the term (1994, 23). In other words, among hijras, the
relationship between izzat and individuality is dialectical—hijras gain izzat
through constructing their individuality as renouncers, and the medium or
currency through which they construct their individuality is izzat. Izzat,
therefore, emerges through this process as a central authenticating trope in
hijra constructions of self and society.26

the idiom of honor and its relation to izzat in south asia

AFarsiwordoriginally, the term izzat refersmost closely to the constellation
of meanings glossed in English as “honor” or “respect.” In this book I use
it to imply the term respect, a wider, more inclusive term than honor. In
the primarily anthropological literature that explores this issue, honor sig-
nifies amore communal aswell asmore circumscribed, erotic dimension—a
meaning that I contend is narrower than hijras’ usage of it.

In the anthropological literature, the paradigm of “honor and shame” is
most indelibly associated with cultures in the circum-Mediterranean basin
(Abu-Zeid 1966; Bourdieu 1966, 1977; Peristiany 1966; Schneider 1971;
Davis 1977; Pitt-Rivers 1977; Meeker 1979; Brandes 1980; Herzfeld 1980,
1984; Gilmore 1980, 1982, 1987; Blok 1981;Wikan 1984; Abu-Lughod 1985,
1986). Startingwith theBritish structuralists,most notably JulianPitt-Rivers
and Jean Peristiany, a cultural archetype of Mediterranean peoples was
constructed, based on the complementary codes of honor and shame that
were believed to constitute a “supreme” and uniform value system. More
recent accounts not only problematize the supreme and premature nomi-
nalism of this value syndrome (Herzfeld 1984), but also question its inter-
nal cohesiveness (Davis 1977; Herzfeld 1984; Wikan 1984; Marcus 1987;
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Stewart 1994) and, most relevant to this discussion, its confinement to
circum-Mediterranean cultures (cf. Mauss 1967;Wyatt-Brown 1982; Asano-
Tamanoi 1987; Gilmore 1987; Pastner 1988; McHugh 1998). As Appadurai
notes, “[I]deas that claim to represent the ‘essences’ of particular places
reflect the temporary localization of ideas from many places” (1988, 46).
In this brief introduction, rather than trace the genealogy of honor and
shame in the Mediterranean region, I address the issue of localization by
examining constructions of this value syndrome in South Asia.27

As some historians have suggested, Mediterranean honor and shame
codes may be just one variant of a more universal moral system pertain-
ing to the “Indo-European agrarian civilizations” (Wyatt-Brown 1982, xiii).
Although this line of reasoning has not been taken up very seriously, its
underlying logic—that the honor/shame code is not restricted to the Med-
iterranean region but has a wider valence (including the regions of South
Asia)—has been widely addressed in recent studies.

Most accounts of honor—those focusing on the circum-Mediterranean
region as well as on South Asia—emphasize the regulation of female sex-
uality; that is, the analysis is located squarely within the framework of
sexual control and gender relations (Pitt-Rivers 1963; Jeffery 1979; Papanek
and Minault 1982; Nandy and Das 1985; Gilmore 1987; Mandelbaum 1988;
Pastner 1988; Sharma 1990; Das 1990, 1995; Menon 1997; Butalia 1998;
Menon and Bhasin 1998). Extending Pitt-River’s original contention that
“everywhere honor is closely associatedwith sex,” recent South Asian analy-
ses undertaken to reclaim the histories ofwomenwho survived the partition
of India and Pakistan reiterate the indelible connection between women’s
sexuality and honor. As Ritu Menon and Kamla Bhasin (1998) state in one
the first feminist histories of the partition of India, “There was clearly some
degree of consensus in the patriarchal notion of safeguarding honour (male
as well as community honour) through a control of women’s sexuality.
Most men and women we spoke to were agreed that honour—for losing or
preserving—is located in the body of the woman” (58). Chronicling the hor-
rific violence inflicted on the bodies of women—both Indian and Pakistani,
Hindu andMuslim—during this turbulent time, these authors contend that

the preoccupation with women’s sexuality . . . was of an even greater order of mag-

nitude than circumcision or forcible conversion and marriage. So powerful and

general was the belief that safe-guarding a woman’s honor is essential to upholding

male and community honor that a whole new order of violence came into play, by

men against their own kinsmen, and by women against their daughters or sisters

and their own selves. (45)
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To preserve their chastity and protect their individual, family, and commu-
nity honor, thousands of women chose, or were forced into “real but hon-
ourable death” rather than face the “symbolic death” that sexual violence
and subsequent marriage and conversion entailed. As these authors note,
“It was made abundantly clear [to women] that death was preferable to ‘dis-
honour,’ that in the absence of their men the only choice available to them
was to take their own lives” (45). Many women recounted stories of other
women killing themselves, andmen recountedwith pride how their women
“preferred to commit suicide” rather than lose their honor (45). In this and
other analyses in which “honor” plays a significant role (Das 1995; Menon
1997; see also Zajovic 1994), it is particularly interesting that women’s bod-
ies are chosen as the singular locus that mark and are imprinted with these
“other”—in this case ethnic or religious—divisions.28 The woman’s body
becomes “other,” the honor of which must be preserved and the dishonor,
avenged. Honor in these analyses is always already “libidinized,” to use
David Gilmore’s (1987) term.

In one of the few South Asian accounts of ijjat (or “honor,” as McHugh
translates the Nepali term)29 in a non-libidinized context, Ernestine
McHugh (1998) addresses this value as an “organizing principle” by which
Nepali Gurungs are situated in social space and through which they “ap-
prehend their own significance” (1998, 155). McHugh’s article examines
honor as a cultural model, taking into account not just Gurung ideational
schemas, but also their instantiation in practice. Honor in such a schema is
“a code for both interpretation and action: in other words with both cogni-
tive and pragmatic components,” to use Paul Friedrich’s definition (1977,
284). In particular, McHugh argues that honor, a widely held and impor-
tant motivating force in Gurung life, is tightly bound to both social and
personal integration or identity. Framing her argument within the wider
social contexts of caste, gender, religion, and urban/rural space, McHugh
indicates that honor provides the model in reference to which “the self [is]
situated and defined.” The constituent features of honor, in this model, in-
clude status, wealth, lineage, and the demonstration of “appropriate moral
behavior,” such as graciousness, generosity, and evenness of temper. Given
the interconnections between sociality, “personal wholeness,” and honor in
the Gurung schema, this value is not only vital to the integrity of the self but
also important for the construction of social stature, both attributes that not
only reflect but also constitute honor in Gurung society (see Mines 1994).
Ultimately, asMcHugh argues, “the idea of honor [for theGurungs] reflects a
larger configuration: through this concept one’s place in a given social world
is defined, and one’s character as a moral person is assessed” (1998, 165).
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Although McHugh uses the term honor rather than respect to refer
to the constellation of meanings characterized above, I prefer the term
respect. Given the strong association of the term honor with the circum-
Mediterranean societies in the anthropological literature, it is perhaps
inevitable that residual meanings from that context will spill over when
the term is used outside of it. As David Gilmore states, “Mediterranean
honor . . . is a ‘libidinized’ social reputation; it is this eroticized aspect of
honor—albeit unconscious or implicit—that seems to make the Mediter-
ranean variant distinctive” (1987, 11). Contrary to this statement, I argue
that the notion of honor in South Asian contexts also has an “eroticized” ele-
ment; thus, I prefer to restrict the usage of this term only to such communal,
explicitly gendered, and “libidinized” contexts.

By contrast, in hijras’ use of the term izzat (and in the Gurungs’ appar-
ent interpretation of the concept), the referent is not restricted to an eroti-
cized dimension. Instead, the concept of izzat among hijras has a moral
valence that derives strength precisely from its diffusion beyond the axis
of sex/gender to encompass a range of other hierarchical domains, includ-
ing kinship, religion, and class. Rather than restrict its meaning to “honor,”
therefore, I translate the term izzat as “respect,” an interpretation that is
reflected in the title of this ethnography. It is in relation to the centrality of
izzat to hijras’ and kotis’ lives that I problematize current understandings
of the third sex in India.

The themes outlined above are explicated in the following chapters to
make a relatively simple point: Against an overly essentialized vision of the
third sex, hijras andkotis construct, experience, and enact their individuality
through a multiplicity of social differences in addition to that of sexuality.
Each of the chapters focuses on a separate domain or axis of identity, in-
cluding corporeality (chapters 3 and 4), religion (chapters 4 and 5), gender
and dress (chapter 6), kinship (chapter 7), and class (chapter 9), arguing
for their embodied manifestation through praxis, and for the motivational
imperative of izzat in constructing hijra and koti identity in Hyderabad.
The chapters focus on three aspects of hijra and koti identity construction:
first, the use of each of these axes of identity—namely, gender and corpo-
reality, religion, choice of clothing, kinship, and class—to craft more than
merely sexual difference; second, the centrality of embodied practice and
ambiguity in constructing identity; and third, the importance of izzat as the
currency through which hijras and kotis craft their identities and negotiate
their relative status.
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Cartographies of Sex/Gender

In July of 1996, I was sitting under the tank in Secunderabadwith a group of
hijras, sharing their roasted peanuts. It was a hot, sultry afternoon, andmost
hijras were asleep in their huts. Surekha and Sushmita were lying down
next to me in the shade of their hut, reading about the latest escapades of
Saundarya andMohanBabu (filmactors) in aTelugu filmmagazine theyhad
just bought. Lekha had just woken up and had sauntered over with her bowl
of rice and lentils. Nobody felt compelled to talk until two men appeared
on the scene. I noticed them standing a short distance away and staring at
us, but didn’t pay them too much attention. As soon as Lekha noticed them,
however, she started abusing them loudly: “Yougandus [faggots]!Whydon’t
you come closer! I’ll show you how it is done properly. Radhika, give me
that knife.” The few hijras who were within hearing distance laughed aloud
when she said that, and the men promptly left. Lekha didn’t stop there but,
making a disgusted face, went on to complain to me about “Those ‘double-
trick’ gandus! I know those two people. They are not pantis or kotis, but
AC/DCs.”

Drawing on such hijra categories, I chart a sexual “cartography,” if you
will, of Hyderabad. This cartography introduces the actors in my story—
pantis, kotis, and AC/DCs among them—giving some understanding of the
complexity of sexual and gender configurations in this region. As a point
of departure, I contend that bodily practice is an important axis of differ-
ence in this system, with sex/gender performativity rather than anatomy
being the salient marker of difference (see Kulick 1997, 1998).1 Specifi-
cally, I argue that the act of penetration in sexual intercourse and “doing
[gendered] work,” serve as central axes around which hijras and other kotis
configure their identities. In this praxis-based understanding, the gender
system appears to be divided into pantis (penetrative, “masculine” men)
on the one hand, and both kotis (receptive, “effeminate” men) and narans
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(all women), on the other. But while performative aspects of bodily praxis
are extremely important in theorizations of gender difference, the criteria
of difference in identity configuration and their salience in an individual’s
life can vary depending on the temporal, spatial, and life-historical posi-
tioning of the actors. In other words, the differential axes of koti identity(s)
preclude an easy understanding of gender difference in terms of sexual
performance alone. By delineating this system and unpacking koti iden-
tities, this cartography questions the common understanding of hijras as
the personifications of third-sexed individuals in India. More generally, it
challenges hermetically sealed theorizations of sexual/gender difference by
showing their embeddedness in other forms of difference as well as the
manner in which claims to identity are negotiated, contested, and refuted
by these individuals.

cartographies through the hijra lens

When I first got to Hyderabad, my intention was to do a wide-ranging
ethnography of hijras, or kojjas, in Hyderabad, and my initial interactions
were primarily with this community of individuals.2 In my conversations
with them, depending on the particular language we were speaking in—
either Hindi or Telugu—one or the other of these terms would be used,
much as I expected. I soon found, however, that quite apart from the use of
hijra (Hindi) and kojja (Telugu) depending on linguistic context, they used
other self-referential terms that cut across both Hindi and Telugu linguistic
contexts, namely the terms koti, panti, and naran.

In my early interactions with hijras, I had a difficult time understand-
ing these terms when they were first used. I initially thought it might be
my unfamiliarity with the specific and to some extent class-based vocabu-
lary that hijras used most often—curse-words and colloquial abuses—even
though Telugu is my native language. While I recognized some words in
a sentence, they would frequently use an unfamiliar word that made the
sentence unintelligible. I soon realized, however, that they used these same
words even when speaking Hindi, and I started paying closer attention to
the specific vocabulary. Two words that were commonly used—the first
two words I learned in this vocabulary—were koti and panti.3 I had never
heard these words before with reference to a person in either Telugu or
Hindi,4 and none of my non-hijra friends or family were aware of them
either. The terms were employed in various situations and clearly referred
to a person of some sort. If a non-hijra male walked into their living area,
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I would invariably hear one of the hijras ask another, “Is that a koti or a
panti?” Or if a man walked up and asked for a specific hijra with whom
he appeared to share some relationship, the hijra in question would be told
that her panti was here.5 Obviously, there was a connection between the
term panti and a “man,” but they did not seem to be synonymous, because
some people who dressed and looked to me like men were referred to as
kotis. When asked explicitly, the only explanation initially provided was:
“All of us are kotis, and our husbands are pantis.” Following hijras’ own
cartographic understandings and self-definitions, my frame of reference
thus expanded from that of hijras alone to the whole of the koti-panti spec-
trum of identities that they both identified with and seemingly positioned
themselves against.

“all of us are kotis”: mapping sex/gender axes
of differentiation

As I gradually discovered, by “all of us,” hijraswere referring to their identity
as kotis, explicitly opposing this term to pantis, or “men.” What differen-
tiated pantis from kotis appeared to be defined not so much sartorially as
performatively in a sexual encounter. Pantis were individuals who looked
like men and dressed and acted like men, as did some kotis; but only pantis
were the penetrators in sexual encounters. Kotis on the other hand, claimed
to bemore “like women” in the things they desired and engaged in, defining
this construct both in terms of sexual (receptive) performance and in terms
of gendered acts outside the sexual realm. As one hijra said, echoing many
others, “From birth, I always liked to putmoggus [rice-flour designs drawn
on the ground, typically by women], play with girls, and help with the cook-
ing and cleaning. I liked only men and was spoiled by them early in life. I
used to make up games where I was the wife, and this boy I liked was my
husband, and I would make him spoil me.”

The “spoiling” (cedu or cedugottu in Telugu) referred to the sexual ex-
periences of many hijras and other kotis when they were either receptive
partners in their sexual relationships with men or, as they indicated in a
few instances, “raped” by them. Most of these kotis said they were “spoiled”
by these men because they were kotis, that is, they actively desired recep-
tive, anal intercourse, and the men they had sex with knew kotis enjoyed
this sexual practice. Others however said that it was this first sexual expe-
rience that “spoiled” them for future penetrative/heterosexual intercourse,
“weakening [their] organ” and subsequently making them either impotent
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or able to “enjoy only ‘homosex.’” Whatever their causal attribution, as they
categorically stated, “Now [we] are kotis and there is nothing [we] can do
about it.”

Apparently, as several hijras and other self-identified kotis informedme,
one can easily identify a koti on the street. When I took bus trips with some
of the kotis, they would take great pleasure in identifying fellow kotis for
me from among the general public. Individuals who looked to me like men,
wearing pants and shirts and sometimes sporting mustaches and beards
were immediately identified by the kotis as “belonging to [our] family.” They
told me, “You have to look at their hands.” “Kotis can be easily identified by
theway their jointsmove, especially theirwrist joints,” according to Salman.
“If a man’s hand appears to flop about seemingly unhinged at the wrist,
then that is as good an indication as any that the individual in question is a
koti,” he said. “Then there is the way theymove their heads and hands when
they talk, the way they look other men up and down. And then of course,
there are those obvious people who are lacak-matak [hip-swinging] kinds,
who are the most easily identified as kotis,” Jaipal said to a chorus of nods
from other kotis sitting there.

My persistent questions about the criteria for differentiating kotis from
other men almost always elicited the following answer: “All kotis desire
pantis.” While the various kinds of kotis might differ in their manner of
attracting and interacting with pantis as well as in their investments in
the rhetoric of asexuality, kotis were generally represented as people “who
desire pantis.” For the present purposes, I accept this axis as central to
their gendered identity, but I explore in the following chapters the ways in
which this so-called thirdness is repositioned and complicated in different
contexts.

Koti numbers in Hyderabad have apparently grown exponentially in the
past couple of years. “Earlier, one knew all the kotis in Hyderabad, and we
could all trust each other. But now there are somany thatwe cannot possibly
get to know all of them. And some of them are real thieves,” Suresh, a koti,
told me, in a disgusted tone. He had recently gone on a trip to Vijayawada
(a city about two hundred kilometers from Hyderabad) with some kotis
whom he thought he could trust. On arriving, however, he realized that
one of the kotis he was traveling with had stolen his watch and a nice pearl
necklacehewas going towear for aparty there.6 “Thiswouldneverhavehap-
pened even just a few years ago,” he complained. Earlier, there were a few
“secret” spots in the city where kotis hung out. Today, these spots “have be-
come ‘public’ and all kinds of ruffians [goondas] roam around there.” Also,
with the number of kotis having increased, “it is impossible to really know
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all the people who come there, unlike how it was in the past,” said Jaipal.
He and other older kotis formed their closest friendships from among their
neighborhood koti gang, a pattern that is difficult if not impossible to emu-
late in the current alienating circumstances.Most of the kotiswhohave been
in Hyderabad for the past eight to ten years confirm Suresh and Jaipal’s
statements. Commenting on the numbers alone, Saroja, one of my hijra
friends, said proudly but with some hyperbole, “Today, every single house-
hold in Hyderabad has at least one koti,” a sentiment that was echoed by
many other hijras and kotis in Hyderabad. While an accurate numerical
estimate is difficult, when I pressed the kotis, Prasad told me that there
“must be at least twenty-five to thirty thousand kotis in Hyderabad,” and
other kotis present concurred.

Unlike kotis, pantis were “real men,” as one koti stated categorically.7

They were men who desired and engaged in sex with women or with kotis.
Though many kotis were married and had children, they and other kotis
saw this as merely a social obligation that apparently had no significance
for their identity as kotis.8 Pantis, on the other hand, were men who either
only engaged in heterosexual intercourse or, as was more often the case
with the hijra’s pantis, performed the role of the penetrator in male same-
sexed interactions (“homosexuals” in the Euro-American context).9 Most of
the hijras’ pantis had their own “families” or a female wife and children,
and had an “alternative,” heterosexual life outside of their interactions with
hijras or other kotis.

In the koti cartography, then, all “men” (defined as performing the act of
penetration in sexual intercourse) were pantis. Although this label included
hijras’ sexual clients, they typically differentiated between their pantis and
sexual clients by referring to the latter as girakis (customers). Even the
older, supposedly asexual hijras either currently have or definitely have had
pantis when they were younger. “All hijras do it, otherwise why are they
hijras? They all have pantis, and if they say they don’t, then they are lying,”
Aliya said quite assertively. So even though it is not the only definition of a
hijra,10 for some, being the receptive sexual partner of a panti did constitute
an extremely important aspect of their identity.

Interestingly, the reality of having a panti as a “husband” and sexual
partner was an important dimension of hijra identity formany of the junior
sex workers, but this was denied by senior hijra leaders or nayaks who
epitomized the hijra ritual/asexual role. The nayaks I spoke to categorically
denied the assertion that “all hijras have pantis,” and reiterated their own
and other hijras’ asexuality. However, some of the older kotis who used to
cruise the neighborhood along with hijra nayaks in their youth told stories
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about their sexual escapades when they were younger (although not in the
presence of these nayaks). On one occasion, Arif Khan, a respected and
elderly koti reminisced about the “number of pantis they [the nayaks and he]
used to have,” somewhat contradicting the nayaks’ own statements in this
regard. In addition, some of the hijra sexworkers also toldme of havingmet
their nayaks’ pantis on occasion in the recent past, indicating that the lived
experience regarding this issue differs somewhat from the articulated ideal.

So who were these men who chose to have sex with hijras? For sev-
eral reasons, both ethical and practical, I did not interact as extensively as
I would have liked with many of the pantis. First, I was inhibited from
getting to know pantis as well as I would have liked by my status as a
“respectable,” middle-class, Indian woman and bymy own fears and inhibi-
tions associated with normative gender and class prescriptions (cf. Kumar
1992). Further, given the emotional polarization of the koti-panti relation-
ships, I felt morally bound to kotis’ points of view. Finally, to some extent,
the hijras’ monopolization of what little time they got to spend with their
pantis also restricted the opportunities for interaction between us. Gradu-
ally, however, some of the hijras’ pantis acknowledged my presence and
even interacted with me to some extent. Surekha’s “husband,” Rajesh, in
particular, made it a point to greet me every time he sawme, even if he was
with his non-hijra friends on the street. I had many conversations with him
regarding his relationship with his “wife,” Surekha, and other hijras. Rajesh
is what many hijras described as “a real badmas” (a wretched fellow), even
though they did not always feel this way about him. In fact, earlier he was
one panti who seemed completely accepted by the community of hijras
living under the water tank, and he used to come and go more freely than
any of the others.

Rajesh’s relationshipwith hijras illustrated, in some respects, the general
tension between hijras and their pantis. Rajesh is a handsome, well-built
man in his late twenties. He is not fromHyderabad but had come to this city
at about the same time his hijra “wife,” Surekha, had arrived fromher village
inWarangal district, eight years ago. Rajeshwas born and had grownup in a
village in the neighboring state of Karnataka and therefore spoke no Telugu
when he first arrived here in pursuit of a job. He knew a smattering of Hindi
and otherwise spoke only Kannada, the language spoken in Karnataka. He
used to do odd jobs and sleep on the street until hemet Surekha. Apparently,
he thought Surekha was a woman when he first saw her, which is why he
approached her. He was her first customer, or giraki, Surekha said. He
claimed that until he actually had sex with her, he did not know that she
was a hijra. After realizing that she was a hijra, he told her that he couldn’t
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pay the agreed upon rate of twenty rupees but instead would pay only ten
rupees.11 They haggled over the price for awhile, but when he told her in his
broken Telugu-Hindi-Kannada that he was new here, didn’t know anyone,
and was feeling very lonely, she “felt very bad,” and instead of accepting the
money, she treated him to a decent meal in the local restaurant. Ever since
then, they have “been together, through good [times] and bad.” Soon after,
they were married to each other in a ceremony performed by other hijras.
At the same time, he was also made “[an adoptive] son and brother” of other
hijras among the tank group.12 His kin links with this group of hijras were
undisputed. Although he disappeared for most of the day to hang out with
his male friends, he would show up when he was hungry, needed money,
had to have a bath, or needed his clothes washed, all of which Surekha
would willingly and gladly do for him, “as a good wife would.” During their
time together, she said (and he agreed), she must have spent hundreds of
thousands of rupees on him.13

Recently however, Rajesh did something that, while it did not alter the
perception of him as a panti, clearly changed his status among the rest of
the hijras. Toward the end of my fieldwork period, he did not frequent the
tank as much and was verbally abused every time another hijra saw him
there. I was told in no uncertain terms, “[H]e is a bad man. He has not
acted correctly.” What did he do to deserve this disapprobation? Rajesh
had sex with Shakuntala, another hijra from this group—in fact, Surekha’s
“grandmother” in the hijra kinship hierarchy. While Shakuntala was
held somewhat accountable, the derision for this act was directed almost
completely at Rajesh. The magnitude and direction of the derision could
have something to do with Shakuntala’s being a senior member of the com-
munity in terms of age and especially in terms of the number of years she
had been here. In addition, she was Rajesh’s grandmother, which invoked
kin and age (sex) taboos rather than any gendered understanding of respon-
sibility. But as some of the hijras said to me, “He is the one who did the act,
and [while] she could have refused, it was what he did that defined this as a
bad act.” Penetrating and penetrated sexual roles appear to take on different
significance here with different perceptions of personhood and responsibil-
ity attached to them. A panti is a “man,” and not only did sexual intercourse
with a hijra not threaten or prejudice a panti’s masculinity, in some ways
it reinforced the behavioral definition of sexuality and male-gendered
identity, accentuating the difference between a panti and a koti.

While they are not pantis, kotis are also “not narans”; they are only “like
narans.” This term as I soon learned, referred to a woman.14 They would
always use it when I arrived on the scene, usually in the context of curbing
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their abusive speech because “a naran was present.” Naran was a generic
term that encompassed all women, whether married, single, widowed,
young, or old.While naranswere clearly different from them—the ability to
bear children being the single andmost potentmarker of difference—hijras
felt comfortable interacting with women, chatting about important issues
such as where to get the best deals for saris, new styles of stitching blouses,
discussing which design one should use for making jewelry, complaining
about the price of vegetables, and exchanging recipes. Women from the
neighborhood would occasionally come to the tank and chat with them or,
as happened more often, would call them to their homes during the day
when their husbands were away at work. It was considered somewhat inap-
propriate for a woman to interact extensively with hijras,15 perhaps not so
much because hijraswere sexually threatening in anyway, but primarily be-
cause of their profession (sex work) and the kind of men they subsequently
attracted. Nevertheless, interactions between specific hijras and neighbor-
hood women seemed to be not only acceptable, but quite common. The
women would send their children to call hijras to their houses sometimes
just to watch television or to chat with them. At times, hijras would wander
over to help thewomenwith their everyday tasks, such as cutting vegetables
or cooking, and exchange gossip for a while before returning to the tank.

Not only did hijras share tastes in clothing, jewelry, and everyday “do-
mestic” concerns, such as the escalating costs of vegetables and oil, with
narans, but, like them, they also suffered physical abuse at the hands of
their “husbands,” a topic that they often discussed in these interactions.
While hijras have the reputation of being overly aggressive with most peo-
ple, especially men, they appeared extremely “docile” with their husbands
and were apparently beaten up by them almost daily. Any suggestion that
they should or could resist this behavior and retaliate was greeted with the
overt statement “Tcha! That is wrong. We cannot do that.”

At first glance, hijras appear to resemble men—they are big and muscu-
lar. Most people fear hijras as much for their belligerent, aggressive style as
for their inauspicious potential. However, hijras identify with women on
the issue of “domestic” abuse and see themselves as relatively helpless when
faced with violence from their putative husbands, although they probably
would not hesitate to lash out if other, unrelated men were to behave in a
similar manner.

Despite hijras’ potential for aggression, sexual and otherwise, with men,
the only aggression they directed toward women was in the context of
extracting money and almost never in a sexual context. In fact, an insin-
uation of heterosexuality (“having been married and fathered children”)
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prior to formal hijra membership was among the worst accusations in the
community—one that occasioned the highly disparaged label berupia and
virtual ostracism by other hijras. Inmy own experiencewith hijras, far from
feeling sexually threatened, in virtually every interaction with them, I felt
extremely safe because of how explicitly protective hijras were of all narans.

Men, on the other hand, seemed to have an ambivalent relationship with
hijras: they seemed attracted to them in somemeasure but at the same time
scared of them. Unless explicitly invited by hijras, men were afraid to walk
into their living space because hijras could get quite abusive with them,
both verbally and physically. It was much safer (if morally suspect in the
eyes of respectable society) for women to interact with the hijras. Clearly,
the object of hijras’ sexual desire was men or, as they said, “We are kotis.
We are like women and do everything like them, so how can our love be for
women?” On the few occasions that I mentioned lesbianism, they found it
too ludicrous to be possible. “How can twowomenbe together?Howdo they
have ‘sex’? What can they do? I mean . . . It is not possible!” Munira said, her
face mirroring the incredulous expressions on the faces of the other hijras
sitting there. Female same-sex desire and especially sexual practice were
apparentlydismissed as an impossible “habit” because therewasnoprospect
of penetration. A woman could only be the receptive partner, and any other
sexual or gender configuration was outside the realm of possibility.16

the koti “family”

The koti “family” referred not just to hijras but a whole range of koti iden-
tities. In addition to hijras—otherwise referred to as catla (sari-wearing)
kotis—there were kada-catla (non-sari-wearing) kotis, zenana kotis, jogins,
and siva-satis, all of whom looked likemen tome but self identified as kotis.
Not only was koti sexual identity configured against panti identity, but this
“koti family” as it were, had several distinct members with marked dif-
ferences among them. The analogy of the “family” was commonly used to
describe their relationships: “Like in any family, there are different children
who do different things, it is like that with us. All kotis belong to one family,
but we are also each of us different at the same time,” Shanti said.

The koti “family” has at least fivemembers, or identities, that I knowof—
hijra, zenana, jogin, siva-sati, kada-catla koti—differentiated on the basis of
idealized asexuality, dress, kinship patterns, religion, respectability, and the
centrality of the body to their understanding of self (see table 1).While there
is clearly interaction and even dual membership across these subgroups,
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there was some degree of closure in their interactions with each other.
This separation involved different evaluations of authenticity and bases of
hierarchy along the axes listed above, as well as socioeconomic and class
differences.

A brief description of each of these koti “categories” follows,17 starting
with hijras, followed by zenanas, kada-catla kotis, jogins, and siva-satis. I
also refer to local categories that blur the koti/panti axis, such as AC/DCs, or
“alternating” koti/pantis, as well as berupias, or hijra-impersonators. As the
opening vignette of this chapter indicated, AC/DCs are clearly disparaged
by hijras on account of their “alternating” receptive/penetrative practice,
accounting for their label. Berupias—men who impersonate hijras for a
living—are perhaps the most disparaged by hijras, primarily because they
are members of one sexual identity by behavioral definition (panti), and
imitate another in their gendered role (koti). By crossing this invisible divide,
they (along with AC/DCs to some extent) are considered the most “deviant”
individuals in the hijra cartography of sexual identity.

Hijras: Operational “Men Minus Men”
I was buying vegetables in the marketplace, completely engrossed in bar-
gaining for eggplant, when I heard sounds of an altercation to my left. The
friend who had accompanied me to the market poked me in the ribs and
said, “There are your friends—the hijras—creating a commotion, as usual.”
Sure enough, it was a group of hijras who had come to demand money
from the shopkeepers in return for a “divine blessing.” Apparently one of
the owners had refused to pay up, and, predictably, the hijras were reacting
loudly. I recognized the group of four hijras as ritual practitioners belonging
to the Sheharwala house inHyderabad. They started by clapping their hands
loudly and yelling abusive curses. The motive was to attract attention, and
they were succeeding. When the offending shopkeeper still refused to give
them any money, one of the hijras made as if to lift her sari and expose her
lack of genitalia to him. Afraid of being further shamed, he quickly handed
over twenty rupees and, folding his hands to them in supplication, asked
them to please leave. Laughing, the four hijras moved on to accost another
shopkeeper.

Hijras or kojjas of India are often described in the literature as
“eunuch-transvestites” (Vyas and Shingala 1987), or “institutionalized third-
gendered” individuals (Nanda 1990), or, in O’Flaherty’s (1980) phrase, “men
minus men.” For the most part, they look like men, wear saris, grow their
hair long, and generally enact a “feminine” performance. Hjiras are eas-
ily identified in public places. Their choice of dress (sari) and their loud,
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Tank hijras posing for the camera

aggressive behavior clearly mark them in the eyes of an onlooker. Not only
are they “essentially just men who wear saris” as a non-hijra neighbor (who
had recently hadmoney “extorted” from him by hijras) somewhat disparag-
ingly described them, but they draw attention to themselves by their ex-
aggerated femininity and, above all, by their marker of identity—the hijra
hand-clap. This distinctive gesture—a loud clap made with the flats of the
two hands—is a clear statement signifying hijra allegiance. Any parody of
hijra behavior includes an exaggerated, hip-swinging movement and this
distinctive clapping. I remember occasions during my school years when
hijra impersonations (always by boys or men) drew a great deal of applause
and much laughter. These performances usually included the following: a
loud, overly aggressive manner of speech, exaggerated “feminine” gestures
andmovements, the loud clapping of hands, and demonstrations of “shame-
lessness” signified by the potential exposure of (mutilated) genitalia. Hijras
are stigmatized figures, marginal mockeries of a “normal” Indian man (and
woman). But, likemany othermarginalized cultural identities, they embody
and engender much of the ambivalence that surrounds issues of Indian sex-
uality and, for that reason, remain a potent and enduring cultural identity
in the Indian universe.
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Badhai hijras singing at a wedding

A “real hijra” is said to be like an ascetic or sannyasi—completely free of
sexual desire. Many hijras undergo a complete emasculation—the nirvan
operation, in which the penis and testes are excised—and are subsequently
believed to be endowed with the power to confer fertility on newlyweds.
They see this conferral of blessings as their traditional ritual role, and hij-
ras who earn their living in this manner are referred to as badhai hijras
(badhai being the term for their payment for these services). Another
primary occupation of some hijras is sex work, and hijras engaging in this
work are referred to as kandra hijras.

Traditionally, hijras did not engage in prostitution, I was told. When
they were described to me as part of the koti hierarchy, hijras were “those
who sang/danced for a living,” surviving primarily on “badhai earnings.”
Only when I probed was sex work mentioned, even by kandra hijras them-
selves. Both of these occupational identities seem to be mutually exclusive
and appear to operate on distinct status levels. Badhai hijras, or ritual practi-
tioners, consider themselves (and are generally considered bymost hijra sex
workers aswell) to be themore respected hijras—thosewith izzat. However,
kandra hijras see a common trajectory for all hijras: everyone starts out as a
sex worker, and when their bodies or desires change, they become “ascetic”
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badhai hijras. This trajectory, of course, was disputed by the badhai hijras,
who see the two paths as necessarily independent, reflecting the difference
between “real” and “false” hijras.

Related to this issue of ideal asexuality is another hijra criterion of au-
thenticity, namely sexual “dysfunction.” All hijras claim to be impotent,
or physically impaired, or both. Munira, among others, said, “The body—I
mean, you knowwhat Imean right?Aman’sbody—that should not be func-
tional. Only then can we say that that person is a hijra.”18 In recent years, as
Munira informed me, this criterion is being increasingly mentioned as the
most necessary and important criterion for recruitment. Further, many hij-
ras undergo complete physical emasculation: they become nirvan sultans.
This operation is clearly the recommended act, and while non-operated hij-
ras experience pressure to undergo nirvan (become operated), having this
operation does not seem to be an absolute rule formembership; in fact, some
relatively senior individuals in the community do not have the operation—
but they must be circumcised (the khatna operation) in accordance with
Muslim rules.19 This is an absolute must, because, as they say, “We become
Musalmans after joining the hijras.” Despite the avowedMuslim identity of
Hyderabadi hijras, many of whom perform Islamic rites and rituals (includ-
ing going on the Hajj in some instances), all hijras are enjoined to worship
a Hindu goddess, Bahuchara or Bedhraj Mata, fromwhom they are believed
to get their power to confer fertility (I explore these issues in the next two
chapters).

Hijras have extensive kin ties with each other and a nationwide network
that gathers on occasion for special events, funerals (rotis), and commem-
orations. While the actual numbers of hijras in India are in dispute, every
time I met hijras and kotis in Hyderabad, they loved to give me (often
inflated) estimates of their numbers. “In every single village in India, there
is at least one hijra,” Shanti told me categorically when I first met her, a
somewhat hyperbolic but nevertheless telling assertion. The communityhas
been extremely hard to enumerate because of its highly secretive as well as
migratory lifestyle and because hijra identity is not recognized legally and
legislatively.20

The popular, and to some extent mistaken, belief is that hijras live pri-
marily in northern cities such as Delhi, Banaras, Lucknow, and, more re-
cently, Bombay, among others.21 However, as the literature indicates, the
South Indian city of Hyderabad has been and continues to be a “traditional
center of hijra culture” (Lynton and Rajan 1974, 52; cf. Jaffrey 1996) and,
along with other South Indian cities such as Bangalore, currently boasts a
significant hijra community (Nanda 1990). While the degree of connection
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among the communities in these cities appears to vary, the fact that they
exist is not disputed.

All hijras in India seem to belong to one of seven primary (social and
physical) houses.22 Membership is conferred through and symbolized by
“putting a rit.” The literal meaning of the term is “custom,” but in this in-
stance it signifies a symbolic kinship link with a particular hijra house. All
real hijras are expected to “put a rit” in one of these houses. This process
involves a specific ritual involving the elders of the particular house, the
aspiring hijra, and her guru, or immediate superior (see chapter 7 for details
of this ritual and hierarchy). Almost the first question asked of all hijras is
“[In] which house did you put the rit?” Each city might have one or more
of these houses represented; all hijras from that city would then be mem-
bers of those houses. Each of these lineage houses have several, separate
households that they subsume, each with its own hierarchy.

This hierarchy includes a nayak (senior leader), gurus (teacher/leader),
and celas (disciples), with the former being the most senior member, fol-
lowed by her celas, who are in turn the gurus of other hijras who serve as
their celas in an iterative pattern of relatedness. While there is only one
nayak per household, there might be two or three of her celas, and many
more of her nati celas (grand-celas) living under the same roof. The status
hierarchy (nayak, followed by her celas, and then her nati celas) is evident in
all respects, with the nayak being accorded due respect by those lower than
her in the hierarchy. Nayaks serve not only as the heads of their respective
households, but together constitute a council for the arbitration of disputes,
the conferring of titles, and the representation of their symbolic house in
any interregional hijra event. The line of descent for this title follows the
cela genealogy, with the most respected, just, and capable of a nayak’s celas
being given the responsibility after her death.

Hijras occupy the most strikingly visible dimension of koti identity. For
this reason they have come to embody the quintessential third-gendered
role in India, and any attempt (includingmine in some respects) to theorize
sexual and gender difference in this part of theworld has invariably come to
start from this locus of identity. In popular understandings as well, any and
every “cross-dressed” man on the street is identified as a hijra. This simple
reductionism does not really reflect the range of identities that crosscuts
this space and the plurality of differences that go into constructing these
individuals’ lives. While hijras may be the most dramatic, the differences
they embody clearly do not serve as the only axes of identity in the sexual
or social universe of Hyderabad.
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Zenana Kotis: Blurring the Gender Domain
The first time I heard the term zenana , it was mentioned by Munira, my
hijra friend, in the context of outlining the difference between “us” (hijras),
and a pant-and-shirt-wearing koti who had just walked up to chat with an-
other hijra: “[He] has a rit in the zenana,” she said. The term zenana refers
specifically to the female domain and was (and still is) used to refer to that
part of the Muslim household that was set off for women, as opposed to
the mardana , or the area for mard (men). In addition to a spatial connota-
tion, it also refers to the collective of women (zenana) as opposed to men
(mardana). In the present context though, this term was used specifically
with reference to an individual or group of individuals, different from but
“related” to hijras—part of their koti family.

Journal entry, June 22, 1997: Finally, BR tookme tomeet “one of the zenana nayaks,”

or leaders. It was three o’clock in the afternoon and very hot. I was doubtful that

anyone would be sitting around in themiddle of PG (Public Garden) in this heat, but

BR was sure she would find him here.23 She took me to a particular spot toward the

western corner of the garden, and sure enough, there he was—Zarina, the zenana

nayak. I had heard his namementioned before, usually in the context ofmy learning

more about zenana kotis, but had never actually met him. He is a big, imposingman

with a thick bushy beard. He was dressed in a white pathan suit and had a cloth

folded over his head.24 He had a skullcap under this cloth, such as that worn by

all devout Muslim men, though he might have had the cloth on primarily because

of the heat. Given the other kotis I had met, he struck me as looking somewhat

incongruous as a koti. He told me that he was a zenana baiji, the equivalent of a

hijra senior leader or nayak “in this line.”25 He had a number of celas in his name.

He seemed extremely suspicious of me and refused to say anything substantial until

he had “checked with the hijra nayaks and got their permission” to speak to me. He

was also somewhat drunk or at least was reeking of alcohol, as were the four other

kotis (also zenana kotis as I discovered later) who were with him.

As it turned out, Zarinawas a somewhat atypical zenana koti. Itwas true that
he had been a zenana baiji, but, as I later found out, he had been removed
from that position largely because of his nonconformity to the ideal zenana
mould. He looked unabashedlymasculine with his heavy beard, large build,
his clothing, general bearing and demeanor, and, as another zenana toldme
disparagingly, “Just like a man, he [openly] drank alcohol.” In addition, not
only was he married (to a woman), his exploits “chasing pantis” were well
known in koti lore. Some time during 1996 he apparently set himself on
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fire in a jealous rage over his panti’s philandering, a fact that apparently
contributed further to his vilification. According to Iqbal, another zenana
baiji, Zarina was a “randi [a crude word for a female prostitute], a garden
koti.” By this, he was referring specifically to the koti cruising area, the
Public Garden or “garden” as it was commonly called, where I actually met
Zarina. More important, Iqbal was denigrating the public enactment of koti
desire, “chasing pantis,” likening it to (female) prostitution. As he stated
categorically with respect to these zenanas:

There are different pes’s [lifestyles] in this “line.” If one marries, has children, leaves

them and comes, sitting in the garden, eating, drinking, fighting with one another,

chasing pantis. Those are different. They are living like berupias. If they come into

this line, then they should forget other things. That is not there with these people.

That is all the work that these people do. That is why [we] do not make these people

baijis [leaders]. There are these types also: those who are married and live at home.

When they come to the zenana, they sing and dance, play, talk, and things. They

have a different pes. Then there is me. I have no father, no children, and I am not

married. I’m living like a bal-kumari [young, chaste girl].

What this statement reveals apart from the criteria of zenana authentic-
ity, are hierarchies of gendered valuation. The last pes—Iqbal’s lifestyle—
is clearly the most highly valued, followed by the married-but-still-dancer
zenanas. The “garden” zenanas are themost disparaged, not only on account
of their having left the “dance line” but also by virtue of their apparent sex-
ual desire. Both hijras and zenanas used an idealized rhetoric of asexuality;
in reality, however, there were different sexual arrangements. This appar-
ent ambivalence regarding their engagement in sexual practice is an issue
I return to in the next chapter. For the present purposes, it appeared that
almost all zenanas had pantis, but some were more willing than others to
confess that fact.

Unlike hijras, however, zenanas do not openly present themselves as
visibly “othered” to the general public. More often than not they wear pants
and a shirt or a pathan suit (kada-catla clothes in their vocabulary) and
cannot be sartorially identified as kotis. Most of them are clean-shaven, but
unlike hijras, they do not necessarily pluck out their facial hair in an at-
tempt to reduce hair growth. Their gestures and movements (cal-calan) are
virtually indistinguishable from those of pantis. However, this masculine
performance is often restricted to particular social contexts. When they get
togetherwith other zenanas, their speech patterns andhand gestures appear
to undergo a marked change. They “are kotis now,” as one of them stated,
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A zenana koti dancer

and mark this identity by “performing” the hijra hand-clapping gesture and
engaging in exaggerated feminine gestures and styles of speech. Contrary
to their individual presentations of self (see Goffman 1973), as a group they
do not appear to fear being identified as kotis or teased and harassed by the
non-koti public.

Another factor that contributes to their “passing” is the zenanas’ living
arrangement. Unlike hijras, they do not all live together. Each has his own
family and physical dwelling, and they only get together for special occa-
sions or to cruise for sex at night in the garden. For the most part, they live
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with their natal families, who might guess but do not often publicly ac-
knowledge their alternate lifestyle. While zenanas are not a “community”
in the spatial sense of the term, their perceptionof commonalitywith respect
to aspects of identity creates a shared space in their imaginations (Anderson
1983). Two such criteria of similarity are their occupation and the rit.

Zenana kotis do not physically emasculate themselves; that is, they are
not nirvan sultans and therefore do not see themselves as necessarily hav-
ing recourse to divine power. Their occupation, at least historically, was
restricted to entertainment. As they describe it, they and not the hijras,
were the traditional “singers and dancers,” an occupation that hijras appar-
ently “stole from [them]” (see also Cohen 1995b; Jaffrey 1996; Hall n.d.)
“Everyone used to come to us and ask us to sing for them. Everyday we
used to give performances. And the dances, don’t even ask me about the
dances! Now, everything has changed. The primary goal is to have fun with
men rather than perpetuate the singing/dancing tradition,” lamented Arif
Khan, one of the oldest andmost respected zenanas inHyderabad. Although
many individuals “in the dance line” are zenanas, this does not amount to
more than about sixty or seventy “real” zenanas living in Hyderabad today
according to Jamaluddin, a well-known zenana dancer.

The zenanas’ training in dance appears to be tied to a tradition of urban,
lower-caste/class burlesque performance with elements of various Indian
classical dance styles such as bharatnatyam, kathak, and kuchipudi. They
still give public performances, but in addition to classical elements, their
programs incorporatemodern dance styles and are set to the latest hits from
Hindi movies, with vigorous hip-thrusting and overt sexual gestures, even
though many of the dancers have been or claim to be classically trained.
The dancers are usually invited or commissioned to perform for specific
functions, mostly for male audiences at secular celebrations, such as a party
to celebrate a promotion. Obviously this form of entertainment is still quite
popular, because it appears to be the sole means of support for zenana
dancers.

The singlemost important criterion for belonging to the zenana commu-
nity, apart from an ostensible dancing tradition, is that of having a rit.When
differentiating themselves (and being differentiated by hijras), zenanas are
referred to as “those kada-catla kotis [non-sari-wearing kotis] who have a
rit.” While zenanas have their own system of establishing kinship within
the zenana community (what they refer to asman-pan), almost all zenanas
have a rit in a hijra house. They become the disciple, or cela, of one of
the hijras in that house and claim authenticity and izzat by virtue of this
kinship link. This is their marker of difference from other kada-catla kotis
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and berupias, and one that garners them considerable respect in the eyes
of hijras.

In addition to their rit, zenanas also have their own structural commu-
nity, complete with hierarchical positions, initiation rituals, rules of com-
portment, and specific kin alignments. Like hijras, zenanas also have houses
that are both social/symbolic structures and physically existing households,
even if zenanas do not necessarily live there together. The leader or head
of all zenanas in Hyderabad is known as the caudhary, and below him in
importance each zenana house has its head of household, known as baiji.
Currently, there is only one zenana leader and four heads of household
for the remaining houses in Hyderabad. Earlier, some of the zenanas con-
tended, there were at least fourteen houses in the city, each with its own
head, or baiji, and his numerous disciples.

Of late, the numbers have dwindled because the primary goal today is to
“have fun with men” rather than perpetuate the zenana tradition of singing
anddancing, asArif Khan and others lamented.Not only has the demand for
their traditional occupation declined, but zenanas do not see the benefits,
either material or symbolic, as sufficient for the trouble necessitated in
becoming a baiji and maintaining a zenana house. Salman, one of the few
remaining zenanadancers, could have become thehead of one of the houses,
he said. In fact, he did consider taking over leadership of one house after
the death of the previous baiji. But he soon decided that “becoming a baiji
and running a house is not worth the effort any more,” and he “declined”
the honor. “It is too expensive, because you have to pay for all your celas’
functions, and nobody gives you respect [izzat] for all the trouble you take,”
he said. To date, there is no baiji in this house, and it is widely believed
that, like other such houses, this house too will rapidly fall into disrepair
and eventually be lost forever.

Given their present living arrangements and solitary performative genre,
estimates of zenana numbers are extremely problematic. But according to
some old-timers, there may be two or three hundred zenanas in Hyderabad
alone. Accurate assessments are complicated by the fact that there is much
slippage between the various “identities” within the koti family, with in-
dividuals claiming more than one at any given time (see chapter 8, where
I explore the range of individuals who shift and negotiate their identities
along this spectrum).

Kada-Catla Kotis: “Kings by Day, Queens by Night”
It was six o’clock in the evening. Kandra hijras (sex workers) at the tank
were getting ready for their evening’s activities. They were bustling about,
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tying on their false hair, getting their saris ironed by the neighborhood
istriwala (person who irons clothes for a living), and borrowing eyeliner
and talcum powder from each other, all of these activities accompanied
by loud, contentious negotiations and frequent fights. In the midst of this
activity, a person wearing pants and a shirt and carrying a cloth bag, his
shoulder-length hair bundled into a cap, walked into this area. As soon as he
walked in, he touched the elders’ feet, repeating the requisite hijra greeting,
“I touch your feet.” He then proceeded to “get ready.” He changed into a
blouse that he pulled out of his bag and quickly tied on a borrowed sari,
obviously adept at this task. He then patted some “phanking,” or pancake/
foundation, onto his clean-shaven face and finished up by applying bright
red lipstick. Puzzled, I inquired about him and was told, somewhat dis-
paragingly, “He is a kada-catla koti. But he comes here in the evening every
day for [sex] work. He is a king by day, and queen by night.”26

“Are gandus and kada-catla kotis the same?” I asked my hijra friend
Munira one day, a few months after I started fieldwork. “Yes, they are the
same,” she replied, without any hesitation. “We call those [kotis] who do
not have a rit, gandus. You know what the term means, don’t you?” she
added, somewhat hesitantly. The term gandu, derived from gand, or ass, lit-
erally means “one who uses his ass.” It is a highly pejorative term and used
by hijras only in either abusive, derogatory contexts, or humorous, self-
denigratory ones. It is the more pejorative term to refer to kada-catla kotis.
Although anal sex is an important aspect of their sexual repertoire, hijras
never refer to themselves in a self-aggrandizing way as gandus. Hijras are
themore respected, sari-wearing (catla) kotiswho sing and dance for a living
and share kinship bonds with each other. Gandus, on the other hand, are
the kada-catla men who enjoy “homosex.” Their sexual desire—the degree
of desire as much as object choice—seems to be the most salient identify-
ing criteria, at least in the eyes of hijras. Kada-catla kotis appear to agree
with this characterization, stating that they “are in this line for the sex and
excitement.” While this may be universally acknowledged, there are clearly
differences between kada-catla kotis in terms of class, upbringing, means
of livelihood, and especially the degree to which they associate their iden-
tity with transnational idioms and therefore see themselves as part of the
“global gay” community.27

Kada-catla kotis seemed to be the most numerous of the various kotis
in Hyderabad. For the most part, they are only recipients in a (male-male)
sexual relationship. By contrast, the fewwho said they “were both active and
passive” tended to identify themselves as “gays” or “homosexuals” (mention-
ing the English terms explicitly).28 For the most part, these self-identified
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Kotis in the Public Garden

gay men were wealthier, more educated, and often English-speaking, al-
though this was by no means true of all kada-catla kotis or gay men. This
difference was marked by language use (English versus Telugu or Hindi)
and,more importantly, by knowledge and use of the Farsi or koti vocabulary
(Hall 1995), regarding which many self-identified gay men in Hyderabad
professed their ignorance. In addition, gay men’s terms of self-reference
and their unwillingness to acknowledge and enact a consciously feminine
public presentation of self set them apart in certain respects from other
kada-catla kotis. In the Public Garden (the public space that many kotis fre-
quented in a bid to findpartners), theyhad their owngroup.While therewas
some acknowledgment of koti membership among the various subgroups,
they often socialized separately. Some of the gay men had started their
own organization, Sathi (meaning “companion” in Hindi), and they held
support-group meetings twice a month in a specific corner of the garden.29

The meetings did not seem to be very well attended by the larger kada-
catla koti population, who often denigrated these upper-class enactments
of same-sex desire.30

In their conversations with me, gay-identified kotis, in turn, would
often disparage other kotis and hijras for their perceived lack of global
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awareness and their traditional ways, including undergoing the nirvan op-
eration and institutionalizing kinship links. Part of the self-identified gay
group’s agenda was “educating these people” about safe sex and HIV/AIDS,
a task that they found extremely frustrating because “these people just do
not want to listen to anything like this. They are only interested in having
fun and don’t care about the consequences,” said Pratap, an active Sathi
member. He acted as a liaison between the gay group and the other kada-
catla koti groups, distributing condoms and selling copies of Bombay Dost,
the most popular English-language gay magazine, to those who could both
read it and afford to buy it.31 Apparently Pratapwas the ex-panti of Bala Rao,
one of the kada-catla kotis who had recently joined the hijra community.
According to Bala Rao, it was because “she” startedwearing saris that Pratap
left her. As Bala Rao informed me, she was the fourth in the line of Pratap’s
kotis that he had left because of their preference for female clothing. Ap-
parently Pratap (like other gay men, according to Bala Rao) did not want
his sexual partners to dress like women, thereby indexing one construction
of gay identity—to include (male) dress as a criterion of difference. Clearly
a multiplicity of differences (even within each so-called category) go into
constructing “sexual difference.”

The other (not gay-identified) kada-catla kotis weremore numerous than
the gay men I met in Hyderabad. They appeared to have closer ties to
zenanas and hijras, and self-consciously used the koti vocabulary in con-
versations with each other. Often it was these individuals who “became”
zenanas or hijras later in their lives. As mentioned above, they wore pants
and shirts (kada-catla clothes) and were virtually indistinguishable sarto-
rially from pantis. While this was true of the majority of kada-catla kotis,
some of them, such as the person mentioned in the opening vignette of this
section, wore a sari or some other feminine attire for some part of the day.
As this koti told me later, however, he would never be caught in women’s
clothes outside the spatial and temporal context of the water tank.

Like zenanas, kada-catla kotis do not have the operation, and most of
them are married to women and have children. They did not see this as
detracting from their koti identity. Given their alternative life, however,
some of them were more wary of speaking to me than others. Kada-catla
kotis often refused to be photographed, and many of them were scared to
talk to me for fear that their secret, “homosex” lifestyle would be revealed.

Other kada-catla kotis, often those who had long-standing, exclusive re-
lationships with men or their “husbands,” were quite comfortable speaking
to me about their lives and lovers. One such koti was Frank, a self-identified
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“Anglo-Indian,” middle-agedmanwho had beenmarried to her husband for
a little over twelve years. She always referred to herself and to other kotis in
the feminine gender and to her panti as her “husband.”32 Her husband also
had a femalewife and two children. This fact, however, didnot seem to affect
Frank’s relationship with him. Frank was “crazy about [her] husband,” as
indicated by her willingness to sell her kidney in order to raise money for
this man, much to the chagrin of many of Frank’s koti friends. They re-
peatedly told Frank to “forget this man before he kills you,” but Frank was
in “no mood” to heed these statements. Despite virtual abandonment and
calculated extractions of money by her husband, as well as chronic back
pain following her kidney donation, Frank continued to maintain that she
was “married to this man, and will always love him till I die.”

Kada-catla kotis do not have a rit with hijras. They are widely disparaged
because of this by hijras and zenanas, who often refer to them pejoratively
as gandus. Their lack of a rit separates them from the hijras and zenanas to
some degree and emphasizes the latter’s hierarchical evaluations, wherein
sexual desire is invested with less importance than other criteria in axes of
identity.

Although kada-catla kotis were defined as “those without the rit,” all of
their celebrations, or dawats, included many of the other kotis with rits,
especially zenanas. Kada-catla kotis almost always had their dawats in what
they now consider “their” space, an open-air spot in a tourist area about
fifteen kilometers from Hyderabad, where they have been hosting their
dawats for over tenyears.On the four occasions that I attended theirdawats,
I met people who clearly identified themselves as either zenanas or kotis
with rits, although hijras themselves almost never attended these functions.
Nevertheless, there were definite links between kada-catla kotis and hijras
(especially the hijras who engaged in sex work, kandra hijras), evidenced
through occasional visits and, as in the case of Bala Rao, temporary switches
in identity. These undeniable links and the degree of overlap among these
various identities reflect the apparent mobility across categories, an issue
I address in greater detail in chapter 8. Such connections index the range
of differences that crosscut “sexual” categories, problematizing the positing
of sexual difference as independent of and separate from other axes of
difference that make up an individual’s identity.

Jogins and Siva-Satis: Kotis of the Turmeric Lineage
As I walked into the (Hindu) Goddess Yellamma temple in Hyderabad
with one of the hijra sex workers (a former siva-sati), I saw two big-boned,
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muscular individuals standing on either side of the main door. The one on
the left seemed older. He was wearing a dhoti (lower garment worn by older
men) and a long shirt, with a scarf draped across his shoulder and head.33

His forehead had turmeric smeared across it. On the right was another
person, wearing a sari and heavy makeup. Both of them were clean-shaven.
In front of each was a basket filled with turmeric, vermilion, and what
looked like a curled-up snake but was actually a dirty rope with shells tied
onto it. They would stop worshippers who passed them on their way out
of the temple and, for a token fee, would bless them. They would place the
rope over the head of the male or female devotee, recite a little blessing, and
smear a pinch of the turmeric and vermilion on his or her forehead. These
two individuals did not present themselves as typical men, but they did
not seem to be acknowledged as hijras either. On meeting them, the hijra
withme did not use the standard hijra greeting, theMuslim salam aleikum,
but said kshenarti instead.34 When I asked her why, she explained, “These
people are not kojjas. They are jogollu.35 That is why I said kshenarti.”

Every July, the Goddess Yellamma temple in Hyderabad bustles with ac-
tivity. Theoccasion is an importantHindu festival in the region—thebonalu
panduga (literally, the “pot festival,” in Telugu). Near the temple premises,
one invariably sees a number of sari-clad men (and women), their fore-
heads smeared with turmeric, dancing as if possessed. These individuals
are jogins and siva-satis, still other self- (and hijra-) identified members of
the koti family. While they acknowledge this (koti) aspect of their identity,
they differentiate themselves from hijras and zenanas on account of their
religious affiliation. “We are all Hindus, unlike those [hijra] people, who are
Muslims,” Lakshmana, the dhoti-clad jogin I saw at the temple, said. “We
don’t have the khatna-watna [circumcision] done, like those people.We are
Hindus,” Madhava, the other jogin, added. These individuals highlight their
Hindu identity by smearing turmeric on their foreheads, and they refer to
themselves as belonging to the bandaram vamsam, the lineage of those
who apply bandaram (turmeric). The absence of this marker is considered
a transgression of their community rules and occasions a fine. Interestingly
though, while their greeting is different from the hijras’ (kshenarti as op-
posed to salam aleikum or paon padti hu), the jogins and siva-satis embrace
each other three times on alternate shoulders, a practice often associated
with Muslim forms of greeting.

The term jogin is often translated as “female ascetic” (Bradford 1983),
which indexes not only their gendered role but also their (ideally) asexual
lifestyle. Puttu jogin refers to the fact that these individuals “are born this
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Jogins at the Goddess Yellamma temple

way.”36 The “real” puttu jogins are those men who wear female clothing,
that is, a sari and blouse, and, what is more important, do not get married
except to the goddess. This renunciatory, apparently asexual aspect of their
lives is what differentiates jogins from siva-satis. The latter share many of
the attributes outlined for jogins, but they also marry women and father
children. The marital status of siva-satis does not necessarily mean they
do not like to engage in homosexual acts. They “are all kotis, after all,” as
Shahbaz (an ex-siva-sati who is now a hijra) stated, proceeding to tell me
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about the previous night’s activities. The night before the bonalu festival,
according to Shahbaz, there was a veritable sexual orgy among siva-satis
and their pantis who had gathered for this event.

Jogins too are part of this community, and, despite their asexual rhetoric,
they also have pantis, as Shahbaz as well as other siva-satis informed me.
Jogins, of course, denied this categorically and positioned themselves as
morally superior to siva-satis “who did all these things, chased pantis and
everything,” as Lakshmana stated. “Siva-satis also have izzat, but we [jogins]
have more izzat because we are like this from birth, we wear saris, and we
don’t get married,” said Arjuna, another jogin.

Most jogins (and some siva-satis) wear female clothing, and like hijras,
are recognizable on the streets as female-garbed men. Unlike other kotis,
however, they do not appear to face as much stigma, perhaps on account
of their ostensible connection to the goddess. Almost all these individuals
began their stories tome by saying, “Wewere born this way.Whenwewere
very young itself, we used to get possessed by the goddess [literally, “the
goddess used to come onto our bodies”], and we have been like this ever
since.” They emphasized this aspect of jogin identity, their divine posses-
sion, in their accounts of their lives, and so did their families, friends, and
neighbors. Hijras, on the other hand, do not claim this particular perfor-
mative aspect of identity. Jogins and siva-satis are usually Hindu men who
get possessed by a goddess (Yellamma, one of several meat-eating, single,
mother goddesses, is the most important of these), often in early childhood,
between the ages of six and twelve or fourteen.37 Once they know that they
are vehicles of the goddess, they apprentice themselves to a member of this
community, who then teaches them the ways of jogins or siva-satis.

In terms of the broader koti hierarchy, jogins claimed a status, respect-
ability, and historical authenticity that placed them “maybe a little lower
than badhai hijras but for the most part at the same level,” and definitely
higher than either zenanas or kandra hijras. Siva-satis, they said, had less
izzat than they did but potentially had the same amount of izzat as kandra
hijras. Siva-satis, on the other hand, did not acknowledge the status differ-
ential between jogins and themselves, saying that they were fundamentally
the same except that jogins, unlike themselves, “were not given permission
by the goddess to get married.” Criteria for authenticity and izzat shift,
depending on the perspective of the particular person.

Although the two jogins I first met, Lakshmana and Madhava, initially
denied their association with hijras, they later acknowledged that they did
have a definite kinship link with the badhai or ritual kojjas. Lakshmana is
the contemporary, or gurubhai, of the present head (Irfan) of one of the
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Sheharwala houses, andMadhava is currently Irfan’s disciple, or cela. Other
jogins I met corroborated this link; many of them had official (if informal)
rits in the various hijra houses. While they did not visit often, on special
occasions such as the Muslim festival of Muharram, jogins were invited to
socialize with hijras and even received gifts from the latter. The senior hijra
leaders, on the other hand, never openly acknowledged this kin tie. In fact,
attending the bonalu festival is considered a crime among hijras, incurring
a stiff fine. Last year, Rani, an ex-joginwho is now a badhai hijra (and Irfan’s
cela), had to pay eleven hundred rupees because word got back to her nayak
that she had danced along with other jogins at the Yellamma temple during
the festival. Clearly, there is some ambivalence regarding kinship relations
between these various gender categories.

Like zenanas and kada-catla kotis, jogins and siva-satis too do not live
together as one community in the spatial sense of the term. They each have
their own homes, living either with their parents, wives and families, or
alone. The only time all of them meet as a group is during the pilgrimages,
or jatras, they undertake as part of their ritual identity (cf. Handelman 1995;
J. Flueckiger, pers. comm.). There are five jatras that are of primary impor-
tance to them, each to a specific temple site in Andhra Pradesh. These jatras
occur at various times of the year, and sometimes only once in two or three
years. Some individuals may go on other jatras, but these five are the most
important, and jogins are encouraged to attend all of them if possible. It is
on these jatras that they socialize as kotis most extensively. Many of the
jogins I met attending the festival at the temple in Hyderabad had come
specifically for this purpose and were returning to their native places as
soon as the festivities were concluded.

While there appeared to be a definite structure to their community—a
hierarchy of leaders and disciples and possibly a grand leader, or
caudhary—I could not obtain categorical, unambiguous information re-
garding this issue. Not only did I encounter these kotis only toward the
end of my period of fieldwork, but since they only come together as a com-
munity for pilgrimages or festivals I found it difficult to meet them on an
everyday basis. Many of them live with their natal families or affinal kin
in one of the several middle-class neighborhoods in the city, only meeting
infrequently with their other koti friends. Nevertheless, I was also told by
some jogins that they did have a head, or caudhary, named Muthamma,
who had several celas, both men and women (Bradford 1983). This does
appear to be one group of kotis where extensive commingling betweenmen
and women occurs. Unlike other kotis, gender does not seem to interfere in
the establishment of relationships among jogins such as guru and cela. As
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one (female) jogin said to me, “We are all the same; some are women and
others are kotis, but we are all jogins in the end.”

beyond the koti/panti axis: “alternating” ac/dcs

As the opening vignette of this chapter indicated, in addition to pantis, kotis,
and narans, there appeared to be another group, AC/DCs, that hijras (and
most kotis) defined themselves against. AC/DCs, or “double-trick gandus,”
were highly disparaged characters in the hijras’ universe. Other colloquial
terms for these individuals were “double-deckers,” or the Telugu phrase
esudu-theesudu, “putting in and taking out.” An AC/DC was one who both
“took and gave” (lete bhi, dete bhi [see Cohen 1995a, 1995b]) and could be
either a penetrating or penetrated partner in a sexual encounter. These
individuals seemed particularly vilified by hijras, and my efforts to learn
more about them were either ignored or treated with outright disbelief:
“What do you need to know about those people for? They are not good
people, and we [hijras] do not go with them. It is only these gandus who
encourage them,” I was repeatedly told, in a contemptuous tone of voice.

AC/DCs or double-trick ganduswere especially disparaged by hijras who
were nirvan sultans and therefore saw themselves (and were seen by most
other hijras/kotis) as being of higher status. They claimed to have nothing
whatsoever to do with AC/DCs. They did, however, mention that non-
operated, or akkva , hijras occasionally had sex with them. As one of the
nirvan hijras told me, “I don’t know what they do with each other, but chi!
It’s disgusting.” Given the disapprobation surrounding sex with an AC/DC,
the akkva hijras were not enthusiastic about acknowledging their “disgust-
ing” sexual proclivities. Thus it was difficult for me to get any systematic
and substantive information on this other sexual identity, but their dispar-
agement makes this identity particularly interesting for the way it reflects
and refracts constructions of hijra/koti authenticity.

hijra-impersonating berupias: double mimesis

“Those damn berupia people! They are men. They just wear a sari and
steal our money,” Lata, a badhai hijra said extremely contemptuously to me
one day. She was referring to those who apparently “impersonate” hijras
and “steal” their rightful earnings by singing and dancing in their place
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(berupias, literally, people of a “different form/face”). According to hijras,
berupias are essentially men who pass as hijras by wearing female clothing
and adopting exaggerated feminine gestures and movements. They travel
around the city in groups and engage with or force their presence on the
families of newlyweds, much as hijras do. They sing and dance on these oc-
casions and, like hijras, end by blessing the couple (or a child) with fertility.
Almost every time berupias roamed a neighborhood in search of houses
where there was a newlywed couple or a newborn child, it was when hijras
were unable to be there. During the Muslim festival of Muharram or when
one of the hijra nayaks in Hyderabad died, for instance, berupias reaped the
benefits of the hijras’ absence by passing themselves off as a hijra group.
On the one occasion that they were caught by hijras, they were severely
beaten up, as Lata told me proudly.38 Unfortunately, I only learned of their
activities after they had occurred, so I never did encounter a berupia troupe.
Since their identity is based on hijra impersonation, they would not pub-
licly confess to being berupias, presuming, of course, that this does function
as a self-referential label. Nevertheless, like AC/DCs, berupias are interest-
ing largely because of hijras’ intense condemnation of this identity and for
what it reveals about constructions of masculinity and hijra authenticity.
Not only do berupias transgress the primary axis of sexual differentiation—
that is, they are men, or pantis, and not kotis (like AC/DCs)—but they also
transgress the secondary performative gender boundary: They aremenwho
impersonate women without any of the feminine behavioral attributes that
supposedly justify this gender crossing, as in the case of hijras.39 According
to hijras, berupias are men, anatomically, chromosomally, hormonally, and
more important, in terms of behavior or practice. Most of them are mar-
ried men with children who do not engage in homosexual acts or have the
embodied “desires and habits of a woman.” For hijras, this transgression is
apparently greater than that of AC/DCs, who, after all, only blur the sexual
axis of difference.

Against this hijra accusation of spurious identity, the narratives of all
such supposedlymimetic and “false” hijras—berupias inHyderabadi hijras’
accounts as well as jankhas in Lawrence Cohen’s (1995a) work in Banaras,
zenanas in Lynton and Rajan’s (1974) earlier account in Hyderabad, and
kotis in Kira Hall’s (n.d.) work in Delhi—challenge this assertion of in-
authenticity. Whatever the veracity of these accounts—a question that I
contend is neither interesting nor productive to explore in this context—
the very fact that they differ highlights the contextual nature of “authentic”
third-sex identity. As Cohen notes, the very existence of such challenges



74 / Chapter Three

“pushes us to avoid enlisting groups like hijras or jankhas [or berupias,
zenanas, and kotis] in grand touristics of gender difference without chal-
lenging what is at stake for each gender” (1995b, 278). All thirdness, as he
states, is not alike.

re-theorizing sexuality and gender difference: a few
preliminary comments

In his article and subsequent book on Brazilian travestis, or “transgendered
prostitutes,” Don Kulick argues for a re-theorization of gender difference,
grounded “not so much on sex (as in modern northern European and North
American cultures) as on sexuality” (1997, 575), where “sex” refers to the
anatomy or genitals, and “sexuality” refers to “the role the genitals perform
in sexual encounters” (579). Based on research among travestis in Salvador,
Brazil, Kulick argues that these individuals, as effeminate, penetrated part-
ners (as opposed to the men who penetrate them) reconfigure the gender
system from the categories men and women, to that of men and not-men.
In this schema, men are those who are the penetrators, and the latter—
not-men—is a category “into which both biological females and males who
enjoy anal penetration are culturally situated” (Kulick 1997, 1998; for elab-
orations on activo-passivo distinctions and Latino/Mexican/Chicano male
sexualities, see Almaguer 1994; Carrier 1995; Lancaster 1995; Murray 1995;
Green 1999; Parker 1999; Carillo 2002).

As with Kulick’s travestis, the locus of gender difference among kotis
in Hyderabad does appear at first glance to be the act of penetration. Kotis
differentiate between themselves as effeminate, penetrated partners in a
male, same-sex encounter, and pantis, or the “men” who penetrate them. In
other respects too, kotis see themselves as aligned with women, or narans,
in their relationships with men. The gendering of the panti/koti divide is
evident in the latter’s terms of self-reference, their performance of “women’s
work” (cooking, sewing, and cleaning for their husbands), genderedpatterns
of abuse, and sartorial/presentational inclinations, among other factors.

While the act of penetration is a relevant axis of gender difference for
kotis in Hyderabad, it is clearly just that—one axis of difference, making
it inadequate to completely understand and theorize difference. This act is
not only insufficient as the only marker of sexual/gender difference, but,
on a broader level, sexuality itself is not the only axis around which these
individuals configure their identities. Five issues present themselves here
to complicate one’s understanding in this respect: (a ) using the axis of
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penetration, some kotis can be defined as pantis; (b) the criterion of sexual
difference aside, kotis and pantis share other axes of sameness that they
consider integral to their identity; (c) fluidity in identity means that indi-
viduals have shifting and multiple nodes in their self-crafting; (d) hijra and
koti constructions of ideal (companionate) marriages emphasize emotional
intimacy rather than sexual intimacy as the “tie that binds”; and (e) perhaps
the greater disparagement of berupias in relation to AC/DCs indicates that
it is not merely the axis of sexual performance that accounts for the existing
differences in status and identity across the koti continuum.

What happens to those among the kotis who are married and have
children? If penetration is in fact the sole axis of difference, those who
“penetrate” women would be categorized as pantis rather than kotis in this
schema. Most of the zenanas and kada-catla kotis and some siva-satis had
wives and children, yet still described themselves as kotis. How does one
account for this divergence? Obviously, seeing sexuality as the only base-
line of difference does not result in a complete understanding of sexual/
gender difference. Only by analyzing the radically different desires, choices,
and lived experiences of these individuals—by “engaging the body in
the gender . . . [and] locating it within a multiplicity of differences” (Cohen
1995b, 295)—can one begin to understand the various and at times con-
flicting axes that construct identity for these individuals.

Linked to the above is another confounding and potentially destabilizing
factor: individuals who occupy different ends of the sexual spectrum along
the axis of penetration, can and do share axes of sameness that they con-
sider fundamentally important to their construction of themselves. Munira
sees herself as a Muslim not so much by virtue of her “hijra-ness,” as by
the religion of her “husband,” Zahid. “I became a Muslim because of Zahid.
Otherwise, how could I cook beef for him,” she said. Place of birth is an
important criterion of identity for others, who choose not only their hus-
bands on this basis, but also their koti identity. Surekha became a hijra
(as opposed to another koti identity) primarily because the only koti she
knew in Hyderabad was a hijra from her village, leading her to choose this
identity. Language, class, and age also serve as important axes of identity,
along with shared everyday practices such as drinking.While the act of sex-
ual penetration is clearly an important axis of difference, it conceals both
the range of competing, intersecting axes and the embeddedness of sexual/
gender difference in other forms of difference.

Further, although hijras and kotis are officially located outside the
bounds of a legal (same-sex) marriage, a long-lasting and emotionally inti-
mate relationship with a man is perhaps their most longed-for relationship,
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serving as a powerfulmotivating factor in their everyday lives. In their ideal
constructions of this “companionate marriage,” kotis and especially hijras
appear to differentiate between sexual desire and emotional intimacy. As I
explain in chapters 7 and 8, sexual desire/pleasure was not the only basis of
their relationships with their “husbands”; companionship, caring, and emo-
tional intimacy were the preeminent ideals desired. While sexual desire
and practice were important, they were not the most important elements
in their constructions of themselves and of their desires and practices as
kotis/hijras.

In addition, a qualitative difference was apparent in the way hijras re-
acted to berupias as opposed to AC/DCs that was not entirely subsumable
under potential economic threat. While AC/DCs did evoke exclamations
of disapproval and were stigmatized by hijras, it was berupias who gar-
nered virtual disgust and ostracism. Berupiaswere “men,” I was repeatedly
told, without any of the female-gendered, etiological referents that hijras
and other kotis invoked in their constructions of identity. The reiteration
by hijras and kotis of the differences between berupias and AC/DCs in this
manner supports the argument that it is notmerely sexual performance—or
“sexuality” in Kulick’s terminology—that accounts for hijra/koti identity.

Finally, quite apart from the complexity derived from intersecting axes
of difference is that complexity resulting from the relative fluidity of bound-
aries across these divides. Individuals who identified themselves as kada-
catla kotis for instance, did not necessarily perceive axes of hijra identity as
beyond their range of identification. Bala Rao, for example, identified her-
self as a kada-catla koti, or as “homosex,” or “gay” on some occasions, and
yet she lived, acted out, and enjoyed the identity of a hijra without appar-
ent dissonance. Nagesh was a self-identified kada-catla koti as well as the
“daughter” of one of the hijras. Similarly, Iqbal clearly saw himself as a
zenana baiji, but at times he went and stayed with his guru, the hijra nayak,
and performed his role as a hijra cela. Srinivas was a siva-sati before he be-
came a hijra, a fact that results in his practice of both identities in different
spatial and situational contexts. Most of these people recognize differences
among these identities, but that does not appear to preclude the enactment
of two or more of them.

Significantly, the negotiation of identity appeared to occur primarily
among kotis rather than across the koti/panti divide, which seemed to be
relatively less permeable. Although there were instances of a married man
“becoming” a hijra, thesewere fewandoccasionedmuchderision on thepart
of other hijras. “Ruining a woman’s life by marrying and then becoming a
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hijra is the biggest sin,” Shanti told me. As this indicates, different valences
may be attributed to varied axes of identity. However, the fluidity of per-
ceived self-representation among kotis clearly precludes any easy reading of
difference as merely sexual or gendered. Axes of identity and their salience
in an individual’s life shift, not just spatially, but categorically and tempo-
rally as well, with different configurations of identity emerging at different
points in the life course.
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Sacred Legitimization, Corporeal Practice
hindu iconography and hijra renunciation

Madhaviwas one of the first hijras Imet inHyderabad. Shewas living under
the water tank at the time, along with other hijra sex workers.1 From the
beginning, she was extremely warm and friendly, talking openly and easily
to me about her desires, frustrations, and life as a hijra. In one of our first
interactions, she told me the following as an account of one part of her life.

Journal entry: Madhavi was born in a village in the Nizamabad District of Andhra

Pradesh. Her name at birth was Madan. She used to “really like doing women’s

work,” such as cooking, sweeping, cleaning, and playing with girls as a child. She

also loved to dance, and, having “trained” herself in Bharatanatyam (a classical form

of Indian dance), she used to work as a dance instructor in her local school. When

she was eighteen or nineteen, one of her male friends brought her to Hyderabad

and, for ameasly sum of fifteen hundred rupees, “left” her in the care of senior hijras

in the Sheharwala house in Hyderabad.2 She was imprisoned in this hijra house for

five years, not being allowed out at all lest she run away. Her family, not knowing

her whereabouts, presumed she was dead and hung a garland on her photograph at

home. Two years after she came to Hyderabad, she had her nirvan (physical genital

excision) operation. Following this radical surgery, she had no choice but to join

the community forever, wear female attire, and engage in badhai work (singing

and dancing at marriage/birth ceremonies). She underlined the fact that she was

not involved in prostitution when she first joined the hijra community. In answer

to my question, she said she could not go back home because that would have

been shameful, given that she had had the nirvan operation and was a “real” hijra.

Madhavi is now twenty-six years old and has been an “official” hijra for seven years.

This account is interesting for a number of reasons. First, in substantive
terms, it focuses attention on one of themost ubiquitousmyths surrounding
hijras, namely, their recruitment patterns (i.e., whether hijra membership
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is a voluntary act or one of forced conversion). Second, it refers to some of
the important criteria of membership within the hijra community, such as
the dress code and nirvan operation, as well as highlighting the stigmatized
nature of this conversion in the eyes of “normative” Indian society. Third,
and perhapsmost interestingly, this construction of her life turned out to be
just that—a fabrication concocted by Madhavi for my benefit. She had not
had the operation at the time she told this story, nor had she ever engaged
in the ritual practices of singing and dancing, hijras’ badhai work.

Significantly, the use of their bodies for purposes of sex work or badhai
work and their status as nirvan sultans (operated hijras) were the only two
issues that some of the other hijras also seemed to consistently fabricate
in their constructions of self and authenticity. These two issues appear to
be highly salient markers of identity and izzat for hijras. In this chapter, I
focus on these issues and the corporeal nature of hijra identity in terms of
the hierarchy of the roles of (asexual) ritual performer and (sexual) prosti-
tute; the idealization of asexuality; and, finally, the necessity of corporeal
transformation as a criterion of asexuality/authenticity.

the pragmatics of erotic asceticism: hijra sexual hierarchies

amir nayak: Real hijras are those whose bodies [sexual organs] have no strength

and who should have no mental or physical desire for men whatsoever. We are like

sannyasis. This is what is important.

aliya: All hijras desire men. Otherwise why do they become hijras? Those who say,

“We do not do this,” they are lying.

Interestingly, both of these statements were made by hijras. The former
was made by one of the senior leaders or nayaks, and the latter was made
by one of the much-disparaged hijra sex workers. How does one reconcile
these apparently conflicting statements made by individuals who occupy
the same cultural universe? Three issues seem to be involved here: At one
level, these statements reference the izzat hierarchy within the hijra com-
munity wherein the sex workers (kandra hijras) have lower respect than
the non–sex workers (badhai hijras). To some extent, this hierarchy ap-
pears to reflect a life-historical course, with the supposedly asexual senior
nayaks and badhai hijras having “had fun with pantis” when they were
younger. This contention was made by younger, sexually active hijras but
was reiterated by older zenana kotis as well, although it was loudly denied
by badhai hijras themselves. At a broader level, these statements reflect
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the privileging of asceticism and the tension between (Hindu) sexual and
asexual principles and lifestyles, both mythological and “real.” Finally, they
focus attention on the role of anatomy in inscribing these differences. There
appears to be a distinct privileging of bodily enactment in instantiating
hijra identity and reinforcing the disjuncture between the asexual sannyasi
(ascetic/renouncer) lifestyle of older hijras and the sexually promiscuous,
sex-worker lifestyle of younger hijras.3 Any legitimizing historiography or
myth provided by hijras necessarily referenced genital absence as “proof”
of authentic asexuality/hijra identity. In this chapter, I examine all three of
these issues, namely, the process of traversing the sexual/asexual trajectory
from sex worker to sex renouncer, the idealization of asexuality and pat-
terns of sexual ambivalence in (Hindu) myth and life, and the relationship
between hijra transformations of the body and the notions of authenticity
and identity that they connote.

One day, a week or so after I had started fieldwork in Hyderabad, I was
walking home from the bus stop, which was about a mile or so from my
father’s apartment. About halfway home, I saw three hijras sitting by the
road. I still had not met very many hijras and was delighted by this chance
encounter. I walked up to them and, after saluting themwith the customary
respectful namaste, asked if I could talk to them. I explained who I was,
where I lived, what I wanted to do and answered all their questions about
my family and their whereabouts. They toldme that they were waiting for a
few other hijras who had said they wouldmeet them at this spot at 2:00 p.m.,
before going on for a badhai (ritual) performance together. I sat and waited
with them. At 2:30 p.m., when there was still no sign of the others, the eldest
of the three hijras indicated her weariness and left with one of the other
hijras, her cela (disciple) as I later learned. I sat and waited with the last
of the hijras, Basanti, or Aijaz—a male, Muslim name—as the other hijra
slyly suggested I call her before running off to catch up with her guru. In
the course of conversation, Basanti asked me whom among the other hijras
in Hyderabad I had met. I had only just met the kandra (sex worker) hijras
living under the water tank in Secunderabad and told her so. Immediately
she said, “Chi! Those people. They are very bad people. They do this bad
work, and they are not real hijras. Don’t go to see them again. Really, I am
telling you for your own sake.”

A few days later, when I went to see the kandra hijras again, I told them I
had met this hijra, describing Basanti, and asked them if they knew her. All
of them recognized the name Aijaz, but not Basanti, which I later learned
was the name she had acquired after putting the rit in the Sheharwala
house. Apparently, until just a few months ago, Aijaz used to come to the
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tank almost every other day “for kandra” with them. They had not seen
her in a while, they said, and seemed very surprised when I said she was
now performing at badhai ceremonies. “Now that she has become a pedda
manisi [big/respected] person, I guess she won’t be coming here any more
for kandra then. I should tell that bhadva [pimp] who keeps asking for her,”
Aliya said, half-jokingly.

Within this frame of reference, the two hijra occupations of kandra and
badhai appeared to be ideologically exclusive domains of practice. I was
told explicitly that a hijra who engaged in one practice did not under any
circumstances engage the other simultaneously. There were a few hijras
who might change from one to the other temporarily, but both practices
were never engaged in by the same hijra at the same time. In addition,
there appeared to be a moral hierarchy between the two occupations, with
badhai work and its practitioners being more highly respected than kandra
hijras. This hierarchy of respect was explicitly stated by several hijras. With
respect to her own nati celas (grand-disciples), Amir nayak had this to say:

Like ascetics [sannyasis], among whom there are real ascetics [asli sannyasis] and

false ascetics [naqli sannyasis] or devils [saitans], among the hijras too there are asli

and naqli, good [accha] and bad [bura ] hijras. The good ones are those who live a

life of izzat; they look after their guru, they go and ask for badhai and are happy

with whatever is given to them by the people. Most important, they do not associate

with men and have desire for them. The bad hijras are like these “tanki” hijras. They

don’t come and live in the nayak’s house and continue to do things that are bad and

lose their izzat. Howmany times I have told them. Come and live a life of izzat here

in this house, but they do not listen. What can I do?

Surekha, one of the “bad hijras,” herself explicitly acknowledged the
greater izzat in badhai work when she said, “Here [at the water tank], what
izzat do we have? The hijras who do badhai work, those people have more
izzat than us.” The fact that almost all kandra hijras at the tank initially
claimed to be doing badhai work also suggests that they recognize the two
occupations as unequal in terms of respect. In answer to an explicit ques-
tion when I first met her, Munira, a hijra sex worker said, “Why should I
lie? In other places they do that [prostitution], but not here. We all go to the
basti [neighborhood] to sing and dance.” Other hijras reiterated Munira’s
statement, explicitly deriding hijra sex workers in other cities and disclaim-
ing any connection with this occupation. In fact, a few weeks later, dur-
ing the Hindu festival of Dussehra, hijra sex workers invited me to their
village a couple of hours distant from Hyderabad. Here, as “proof” of their
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statements, the whole group put on a performance wherein they enacted a
“badhai scene,” from the moment a household was marked for its newborn
child to the final payment of the badhai at the end of their performance. At
the end of this “play,” although it was evident that almost none of the hijra
actors knew any of the songs and did not know what to do or say, Munira
turned triumphantly to me and said, “This is what we do for a living.”

Not until a fewweeks later didMadhavi tellme that in fact a fewhijras liv-
ing under the water tank were involved in sex work. Even then, she claimed
that it was celas (like herself ) who were involved in prostitution, while
gurus “went to the basti” for badhai work. When Munira finally acknowl-
edged their involvement in sex work almost a month after I met her, she
still did not admit that it was their current occupation. Instead, she con-
structed it as a progressive, life-historical process: “I will not lie, Gayatri.We
all used to be involved in prostitution before, but now we go to the basti,”
she said.4

This construction—that all hijras start out as sex workers and only later
in their developmental history do they become badhai hijras—was one that
hijra sex workers subscribed to, a construction that Robert Merton refers
to, in another context, as a “status-sequence” (1957, 370). These hijras claim
that all hijras are defined by their desire (for men) and the subsequent en-
actment of this desire.5 As Aliya’s statement at the beginning of this section
attests, hijras who do not acknowledge their desire are believed to be lying.
Muniramade a similar claim (later inmy fieldwork)when she said, “If every-
one does not do it [with reference to sex work], then why are they hijras?
Some do it for money; some do it for desire. Everyone does it. I don’t lie. I
washed my hands in the water of the Ganga [the holy river in north India].”

Interestingly, despite their recognition of both the prevailing same-sex
desire of all hijras and the lower izzat accruing to kandra vis-à-vis badhai
hijras, none of the kandra hijras claimed to be engaged in both occupations
simultaneously.When asked, Rajeshwari, a kandra hijra, said, “Are we born
knowing how to sing and dance or what? We have to learn gradually, and
only then can we do it. That is why we start by doing this work and then
slowly, as we learn, we do badhai work.” The two activities were always con-
structed as mutually exclusive, but as kandra hijras contended, they were
merely developmental stages, with prostitution, which “all hijras engaged
in” early in their lives, leading gradually to the more respected badhai ac-
tivities. Referring to this temporal and developmental perspective, Munira
said, “We haven’t seen our nana-dadis [grand-gurus] doing it [prostitution].
Us, our nana-dadis are seeing, our gurubhais [contemporaries] are seeing
us do it, but our nati celas will not. Like that. What those people ate, drank,
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and did we haven’t seen. What we are eating, drinking, and doing they are
seeing. That is all.”

Needless to say, “that” was not “all” for the senior hijras, who did not
share this life-historical construction. According to them, the existing occu-
pational variance signaled the difference between real/good hijras and false/
bad hijras, as Amir nayak stated. Vanitha, one of the badhai hijras, affirmed
the nayak’s contention when she said, “It is not like we don’t have the op-
portunity, because there are men around all the time.We rent out these two
rooms, so there aremen living close by. But we just don’t have any desire for
men. That is the mark of a real hijra. Not like these ‘tanki’ people who have
husbands and what not around them all the time. Chi, that is not good.”
Rather than signaling “true” hijra identity, as some kandra hijras contended,
for the badhai hijras sexual desire implied the opposite—inauthentic hijra
identity. “Real” hijras were those who had no sexual desire; by extension,
hijras who not only acknowledged their desire but also acted on it were not
real or good hijras.

Further, senior badhai hijras usedhistory and thepatronage of theNizam
as legitimizing factors in their reiteration of real hijra identity and work.
Recounting their days of glory during the “Nizam’s zamana [period],” that
is, from themid-eighteenth to themid-twentieth century, many of the more
senior badhai hijras and nayaks toldme that they had a tremendous amount
of izzat at that time, izzat that has been lost in recent years. As Irfan nayak
told me,

Every time there was a birth in the royal palace, we used to be called. And during

that period, all hijras used to dance and sing so well, I cannot tell you [how well].

And even the Nizam gave us izzat! If a child was born, we were called immediately

to bless him. In that period, we hijras had izzat. Nowadays what is it? Nobody knows

how to dance, and all these younger hijras want to do is run after men. They have

spoiled the name of hijras. Chi!

Amir nayak affirmed this sentiment. “It is only in the last twenty-five or
thirty years that hijras have started doing this bad work,” she said.6 During
the Nizam’s rule, all hijras were badhai hijras, she claimed, and hijras were
highly respected on this account.

However, this (re)construction was not entirely accurate. Sex work as
a commodified, economic transaction might be a somewhat recent occur-
rence, but hijras’ enactment of sexual desire is clearly not a “new” practice.
Some of the senior-most zenanas, who had cruised with the current hijra
nayaks during their youth, explicitly contradicted badhai hijras’ version of
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history. Chuckling at the memory, Arif Khan, one of the zenana leaders,
recounted a few of his escapades with two of the current hijra nayaks or
leaders. In one instance, one of these nayaks desired a young man in her
neighborhood. Dragging her sahelis (girlfriends) with her, this nayak used
to walk up and down the street outside this man’s house, adopting an ex-
aggerated hip-swinging walk and a coquettish manner until, after a week,
she had successfully seduced thisman.7 Apparently, the present nayaks had
neither been immune to sexual desire, nor had they abstained from acting
on it. Perhaps the fact that badhai hijras neither denied that those currently
engaged in prostitution were hijras nor refused to allow them to put a rit in
their house and acknowledge them as celas suggests their acceptance, how-
ever reluctant, of both the reality of sexual desire and hijras’ engagement
in sex work.8 Nevertheless, it is apparent that badhai work was and still is
the more respected, “authentic” hijra practice. It is badhai work that both
defines asli (real) hijras and gives them izzat, as both badhai and kandra
hijras acknowledge. Moreover, it is the asexuality implied by badhai work
that is important in defining a real hijra. To quote Amir nayak again, “Real
hijras . . . go ask for badhai . . . and live with izzat . . . [They] do not have any
desire for men . . . Real hijras are like ascetics. This is what is important.”

hindu ideals of creative asceticism

Why is asexuality revered as one of the most important aspects of hijra
authenticity? What place does this ideal have in the Indian public imagi-
nary? And how does it legitimize hijra identity and practice? Perhaps, in
part, the answer to these questions is reflected in the centrality and ubiquity
of the ascetic or renunciant ideal in the various epics and tales of Hindu
mythology and folklore.9 As Madeleine Biardeau states in her treatise on
Hinduism,

For all religions which contain some form of renunciation of the world, human love

and the pursuit of an Absolute situated somewhere beyond the world have been

felt to be antagonistic. However, whereas the Gospel is content to oppose God and

Mammon, Brahmanic orthodoxy ismore radical in opposing kama [love/desire] and

moksa [liberation from the cycle of rebirth], one being solely of this world, the other

outside the world. But Hinduism was to rework these elements in all directions,

bringing moksa into this world by making it possible to live there without kama

and, conversely, seekingmoksa in kama . (1994, 68)
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The two paths within Hinduism that Biardeau references above can be
interpreted as tapas (asceticism)10 and tantra (or its practice, tantrism),
respectively. Both seek to attain the final goal of moksa but do so through
different paths. While the ascetic achieves liberation by renouncing all ma-
terial goods and worldly ties (i.e., kama or desire in all its forms), the tantric
achieves liberation through engaging the senses with thematerial and phys-
ical world, placing kama at the service ofmoksa .While the path of tantrism
was eventually marginalized in the service of post-Buddhist Hinduism, the
former path of tapas received primary attention in the Vedas and subse-
quent literature. This is the pathwithwhich I concernmyself in this chapter,
given its salience to hijra ascetic rhetoric and practice.11

“Of the variegated connotations of tapas, the most significant is that of
asceticism,” Patrick Olivelle states (1993, 3). This term, deriving from its
Sanskrit root tap, refers to heat or “ascetic heat,” as he translates it. As
Olivelle comments, tapas refers not only to the process of generating heat
(asceticism), but also to the product of that process, namely “magical heat.”12

This “magical heat” possesses a creative, sacred quality fromwhich it derives
its power. As such, asceticism is also that processwhich produces this sacred
heat/energy, inextricably associated with fertility and productivity.

“Although in human terms asceticism is opposed to sexuality and fertil-
ity, in mythological terms tapas is itself a powerful creative force, a gener-
ative power of ascetic heat,” O’Flaherty notes (1973, 41). In fact, the fertile
creative power of ascetic heat is the starting point of many cosmogonic
myths. In a creation hymn from the Rig Veda , as well as in the Atharva
Veda , it is from tapas that the “One is born” (Blair 1961). Similarly, in the
Brahmanas, it is through his tapas that Prajapati, the Creator, “creates” fire,
air, the sun, and themoon (O’Flaherty 1973). The key to this creative power,
however, lies in chastity—an ascetic must remain chaste and renounce sex-
ual desire and practice to generate tapas.

The variousmyths that feature the ascetic who is seduced by a courtesan
underline the salience of this belief. One such myth is that of the ascetic
Rsysrnga, which appears in several different versions in the sacred texts. In
its basic form, the story is as follows. The ascetic Rsysrnga practiced such
fierce asceticism that the god Indra, fearing that the sage would depose him
through thepowerofhis tapas, sent an apsara (celestial courtesan) to seduce
him.13 When Rsysrnga saw her, he immediately desired her. She embraced
him, andhis chastitywas destroyed. This theme—the seduction of an ascetic
on account of thepotential for excess power throughhis (and less frequently,
her) tapas—is repeated in several of the Vedic texts (O’Flaherty 1973, 2000;
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cf. Khandelwal 1996, 2001). A similar theme appears in the myth in which
Kama, the god of love, is burnt to ashes by the wrath of Siva for daring to
distract him from the pursuit of asceticism (O’Flaherty 1973; Das 1977; see
also Knipe 1975). All of these myths emphasize two basic points: the role
of tapas in generating sacred (creative) power, and the potential opposition
between tapas and kama or asceticism/renunciation and desire/eroticism.

The creative power of tapas iswell demonstrated in the early cosmogonic
myths whereby Prajapati creates the world. AsWendyO’Flaherty notes, the
Brahmanas clearly set out this creative process: “Prajapati was alone here in
the beginning. He wished, ‘May I exist, may I reproducemyself.’ He exerted
himself and performed tapas, and when he was exhausted and heated, the
waterswere created fromhim, forwaters are born from the heatedman. The
waters said, ‘What is to become of us?’ He said, ‘You shall be heated.’ They
were heated and created foam,” and so on in the creative process (quoted in
O’Flaherty 1973, 41).

A related form of creation resulting from tapas and chastity is the pro-
duction of rain. In the myth of Rsysrnga noted above, his chastity gives
him the power to produce rain. Similarly, in the Mahabharata , the sage
Agastya uses his tapas to cause the god Indra to send rain. Indra in turn is
said to “derive his cosmic forces from rain” (O’Flaherty 1973, 22). In these
as well as other myths in the Vedas and the epics, tapas is clearly associated
with various forms of creation—of water, of organic life, and paradoxically,
of erotic/procreative power. Tapas, in all of these formulations, provides
the ascetic or renouncer with greater sexual power—the power that gives
him the potential for (pro)creative abilities as well as the right to use such
power to good effect. As Siva says to Parvati, “By tapas one wins kama”
(O’Flaherty 1973). Even in theKamasutra , that renowned textbook of eroti-
cism, this concept, “so basic to all Hindu thought, emerges: the successful
lover . . . obtains his powers by greatmeditation” (quoted inO’Flaherty 1973,
55; emphasis in original).

Not surprisingly, this paradoxical source of (male) sexual power was
commented upon both by colonial officers as well as missionaries in India.
As Abbe Dubois noted with distaste at the turn of the century, “By one of
those contradictions which abound in Hindu books, side by side with the
account of the punishments inflicted on a hermit for his inability to conquer
his sensual passions, we find, related with expressions of enthusiasm and
admiration, the feats of debauchery ascribed to some of theirmunis [ascetic
sages] . . . and (burlesque idea!), it is to their pious asceticism that they are
said to owe this unquenchable virility” (1959 [1918], 508). As O’Flaherty
notes, it is “this very burlesque idea [that] is the core of the nature of Siva,
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the god of ascetics [who is] permanently ithyphallic, yet perpetually chaste”
(1973, 5). This central paradox of Siva as the erotic ascetic is ubiquitous in all
Saiva mythology and, despite its apparent logical contradiction, is accepted
as aunified if ambiguous concept in Indian thought.AsO’Flaherty contends,
“the ambiguity of ithyphallicism is possible because, although the erect
phallus is of course a sign of priapism, in Indian culture it is a symbol of
chastity as well” (1973, 9; cf. Trawick 1990). At the mythological and iconic
level, Siva is the god of both ascetics and erotics, giving form to the tension
and potential textual resolutions of the paradoxical relationship between
tapas and kama .

Despite the mythological existence of such erotic ascetic figures as Siva,
the paradox remains, with kama and tapas being described in much of the
literature asmutually exclusive states or processes. The power derived from
tapas is sustained by its separation from kama through the maintenance
of chastity. Chastity or renunciation of sexual activity results in power,
but this power is always at the risk of being lost if one is not chaste. It
is precisely the tension between tapas and kama that fuels these myths.
How is this paradoxical relation between asceticism and eroticism, which is
so prevalent in early Vedic literature, to be explained or resolved? Various
solutions were offered in the later Brahmanic texts, although none of them
were entirely satisfactory, all of them “suspending” rather than “resolving”
the tension between the two poles (O’Flaherty 1973). The two primary
mythological and social/practical solutions14 were the alternating cyclical
patterns of asceticism and eroticism evident in Saiva mythology and the
proposition of the four-fold asrama system.

As O’Flaherty states with respect to the first solution, the alternating
cycles of asceticism and eroticism in themyths of Siva do not really provide
a solution to the paradox. But, as she adds, “Hindumythology does not seek
any true synthesis.WhereWestern thought insists on forcing a compromise
or synthesis of opposites,Hinduism is content to keep each as it is; onemight
say that the conflicting elements are resolved into a suspension rather than a
resolution” (1973, 318). The second solution, although equally “suspended”
in some respects, was the practical/social resolution of the paradox that the
creative ascetic posed for Vedic scholars.

As initially conceived, the sannyasin, or renouncer, was a threat to ortho-
dox Brahmanical value and practice, insofar as the ideals of renunciation
questioned the value of major Brahmanic values and institutions such as
marriage, ritual obligation, and the social hierarchy of castes (Olivelle 1993).
Ultimately, however, this religious tradition assimilated the role of the san-
nyasin into its fold. Attempts were made to find theoretical limitations for
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the lifestyles of both the renouncer and thehouseholder, themost significant
of which was the system of the four asramas.15 Simply stated, the ideal life,
according to Vedic scripture, consists of four asramas, or stages of life,16

namely, brahmacarya , the period of education and discipleship; grhastya ,
the life of the householder; vanaprasta , the life of a hermit, preparatory to
the last stage; and sannyasa or the life of an ascetic.

In its early (Upanishadic) articulation, given that the renouncer was
one who had already extricated himself from the confines of obligation, or
dharma , the sannyasa stage in this conceptualization was not a fourth
asrama complementing the first three, but a rejection of this-worldly life
(Olivelle 1993). In the later Vedic literature, however, this threat was cre-
atively assimilated into the orthodox fold. As Walter Kaelber states, “The
fourth asrama came to be seen not as a place for those who have already
attained liberation, but rather as a place in which one seeks liberation”
(1989, 120; emphasis in original). Asceticism or tapas was now prescribed
as a means, often the most significant means, of attaining moksa .

Commenting on this resolution of the paradox in his influential essay
on renunciation in Indian religions, Louis Dumont stated that “the secret
of Hinduism may be found in the dialogue between the renouncer and the
man-in-the-world” (1960, 37). While Dumont was not the first person to
draw attention to these Hindu life-stages, it was his essay that refocused
attention on the inherent tension between these ideals as well as their
complementarity. Although not every theorist agrees with Dumont’s hier-
archical articulations, several scholars followed his lead in focusing their
attentions on this central tension in myth, in philosophy, and in life (see
Khare 1984 for a different reading of this tension). As Romila Thapar was
to echo more than twenty years after the publication of Dumont’s article,
“The essential dichotomy is the opposition between the grhasta and the
sannyasin” (1982, 281), a comment wherein she notes the salience of pro-
creation/celibacy and the nature of social obligations as the defining prin-
ciples of this dialogue.17 The central tension in this dialectic then, is that
between desire, or kama , and its renunciation, or tapas, a tension that is
reflected in hijra mythology and lived experience.

As O’Flaherty states, “The interrelation of asceticism and desire . . . must
be accepted as a unified concept which has been central to Indian thought
from prehistoric times” (1973, 9). This tension has fueled not only the
asrama (life-stages) system, but is also manifestly elaborated in various
myths, legends, and folktales throughout India for thousands of years. If
“Indian myths constitute a cultural idiom that aids in the construction and
integrationof one’s innerworld,” as SudhirKakar (1989, 135) contends, then
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the elaboration of the tension between asceticism and eroticism in Indian
myth and life is central to the construction of self in this region of theworld,
for both hijras and non-hijras. Not only are these images available for active
constructions of value and practice, but they also serve as a ready resource
for historical legitimacy.

Situated as they are in this cultural universe, hijras also use these myth-
ical and iconographic images to legitimize their lives and practices. They
explicitly reiterate their ascetic identity and emphasize their affinity with
mythological asexual figures. As Amir nayak said to me, “We are like sann-
yasis. . . . Real hijras . . . have no mental or physical desire for men . . . This is
what is important.” Further, they see their lifestyle (“going to the basti and
asking for badhai”) as similar in some respects to the ideal life of an ascetic.
As Lata told me one day, “We [badhai hijras], we go and ask for money from
duniyadari [householder] people like you. How much we get depends on
their goodness. That is howwemake a living,” emphasizing in this dialectic
the essential complementarity between the householder and the renouncer
in the idealized asrama system (see Kaelber 1989).

In addition, hijras articulate their affinity with divine figures such as
Siva, especially in his ardhanarisvara (half man/half woman) form, and
the Pandava brother Arjuna in his disguise as Brhannala, the dance teacher/
eunuch in the court of King Virata (van Buitenen 1973).18 In the course of
conversation with me, both Shakuntala and Shanti, tank hijras who prided
themselves on having the greatest knowledge of hijra beliefs and customs
among hijra sex workers, invoked these connections. Shakuntala said, “We
are like Arjuna in his Brhannala incarnation. Some hijras may say, ‘not the
Brhannala incarnation because that was because of a curse.’ But our life is
also a curse isn’t it?” she added, half-jokingly.

As Alf Hiltebeitel argues, “Arjuna-Brhannala is inescapably the foremost
representative of Siva” (1980, 153), revealing through his name, occupation,
and physical appearance unambiguous hints of identification with Siva.
“As a dancer-musician and eunuch-transvestite [Arjuna/Brhannala] evokes
Siva,” Hiltebeitel contends (167). Siva, as already mentioned, is the fore-
most “creative ascetic” (O’Flaherty 1973, 5) or the “eunuch of the firm phal-
lus” (Hiltebeitel 1980, 155). Having established the symbolic connection
between Arjuna/Brhannala and Siva, Hiltebeitel goes on to articulate the
explicit resonance between these images and those of eunuchs both past
and present. “The theme of eunuch-hood resonates throughout the Maha-
bharata ,” Hiltebeitel claims, “but it is Arjuna as eunuch-transvestite who
brings this theme to central stage” (161). After surveying the historical lit-
erature regarding hijras/eunuchs, Hiltebeitel states that, like contemporary
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Hijras worshipping the Goddess Bedhraj Mata at the tank

hijras, “Arjuna is a eunuch who presides over both a marriage and a birth,”
that is, the birth of Uttara during the period of his disguise as Brhannala
(166). Hiltebeitel concludes by stating that “when eunuchs dance and sing
at births and weddings, they mark by their presence the ambiguity of those
moments where the non-differentiation of the male and the female is most
filled with promise and uncertainty: in the mystery that surrounds the
sexual identity of the still unborn child, and in that which anticipates the
re-union of the male and the female in marital sex” (168).

Echoing this theme of the eunuchs’ auspicious potential stemming from
their undifferentiated nature, Shakuntala and Shanti also likened them-
selves to Sikhandi, another figure in the Mahabharata who is a man/
woman.19 These mythical images, as well as that of Arjuna/Brhannala/Siva,
serve as important figures that reference not just the implicit asexuality
or non-differentiation of “eunuchs,” but also their power to bless and their
historical/mythical association with the occupation of dancing and singing.
By aligning themselves with these mythological figures, hijras not only em-
phasize these aspects of their lives, but also actively construct themselves
through these images, deriving legitimacy from such an association. As
Margaret Trawick (1990) eloquently points out, there is a fluid relationship
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between ideals and experiences, myths and praxis in India. As she reminds
us, “[W]hen you are trying to understand a story told in India it becomes
important to consider the life of the person telling the story, and when you
are trying to understand a person it becomes important to listen to the sto-
ries that that person tells.” In India, texts andmyths are therefore like “spirits
out of bodies,” because people, including hijras, “live these texts” (24).

I have elucidated some of the potential sources of legitimacy that hijras
can and do deploy in constructing both their individual selves and the hijra
institution. First, hijras liken themselves to sannyasis, or ascetics, figures
who are clearly ubiquitous and central to much of the Vedic and post-
Vedic literature. Second, the tension between asceticism and eroticism or
tapas/kama , which plays out in hijras’ lives as the tension between badhai
hijras and kandra hijras, runs through the Vedas and is resolved in the later
texts by the asrama system, a solution that is readily extended to hijras’
contemporary understanding of their life cycle. Third, hijras invoke non-
differentiated images such as the ardhanarisvara form of Siva, Arjuna as
Brhannala, Sikhandi, and Vishnu as Mohini both to legitimize the sacred
nature of their gender-ambiguous form and to validate their occupation of
singing and dancing at festive and liminal occasions. In other words, Hindu
mythology and iconography play an important part in hijras’ constructions
of their identities, serving as one important legitimizing discourse of hijra
history and ontology, and demonstrating the significance of religious sym-
bols in everyday life.

practices of creative asceticism: nirvan and
the embodiments of difference

In addition to mythological bases of legitimacy, hijras also invoke the more
pragmatic logic of the nirvan operation as proof of asexuality. It is through
this more profane evidence of nonreproductive potential that disembodi-
ment, or the excision of the “useless” sexual organ, provides ritual power,
authenticity, and izzat. On one occasion when I went to visit Amir nayak,
she told me the following story.

There was a hijra who lived in a king’s court from childhood. From when she was

very young, she used to go to the zenana [the area reserved for women] and help

the women there with their tasks. This practice continued even after she had grown

up. One day, the king, who didn’t know that this person was a hijra, got suspicious

of her activities and asked her to leave the palace. The hijra did not know what
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had occasioned this change of heart but packed her things and started to leave. As

she was walking out a big storm began to rage through the area. For safety the

hijra climbed a nearby tree. On the way up, however, her clothes got snagged on a

branch and her genitalia—or lack thereof—were exposed. On seeing this, the king

realized his folly and asked the hijra to return to his kingdom with him. “Then he

understood that this was a real hijra because she had nothing there,” the nayak

concluded triumphantly.

Clearly, “having nothing there”was an importantmarker of authenticity,
proof that the individual in questionwas a “real hijra.” Ideally, a hijra should
be “born like this,” that is, lacking male genitalia from birth (in Telugu, a
puttuka kojja—a kojja or hijra from birth). Although this was an ideal that
few hijras lived up to, many of the individuals I interacted with claimed to
have been impotent or sexually “dysfunctional” before having their nirvan
operation. When I asked Shanti, in the context of our conversation, what
the criteria of hijra authenticity were, without hesitation she said, “The
most important [criterion] is that the [male] organ should not be functional.
[Earlier] they used to check all the individuals who wanted to become hijras
very carefully. They used to make them take off all their clothes and then
see their bodies or touch their penis to make sure that it was really not
working. Only then were these people allowed to join the hijra community.
Nowadays, things are very different, and anyone who wants can join,” she
added distastefully.

Bala nayak, one of the senior Sheharwala hijras, echoed this sentiment:
“From my childhood I have been like this. From birth, my organ has not
been there. My mother took me to many doctors, but they said medicine
would do no good because I was not a man. From that time, my mother
would dress me like a girl. But when she knew it was of no use, she sent
me to live with the hijras. I am a real hijra, not like some of these others.”
Munira, too, indicated both her authenticity and the apparent logic of this
criterion when she said, “If I had a little ‘tenkson’ [tension] in my penis, if I
had some faith in my body, then why would I spoil my name this way? Far
frommymother, father, far frommy brothers, I came and joined the hijras.
Why Gayatri? In my house I could have lived well. My fate was written that
way; that is why I became [like this]. I was born this way. Some children are
born correctly from the womb; some are born as hijras.” Apparently, sexual
impotence or “incorrectness,” whether physical or functional, is a necessary
criterion for hijra-ness, current infractions notwithstanding.

Nevertheless, sexual impotence/dysfunction was not a sufficient con-
dition for authenticity among hijras. In the event that one was not born
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“with nothing there,” an impotent hijra was expected to undergo the nirvan
operation. In fact, they used their impotence to legitimize their decision to
have the operation. As Amir nayak said, “This man’s sarir [body/organ] is
of no use, so why keep it. Cut it off and throw it! That is why we have this
operation.” The nirvan operation served as ultimate proof of the asexuality
of hijras, important in guaranteeing their authenticity and izzat.

However, despite this obvious valorization of the operation, its impor-
tance as a marker of hijra authenticity sometimes seemed to be denied.
Significantly, this denial of its importance only served to further naturalize
embodied difference; rather than diminishing the importance of the body,
these disavowalsmerely highlighted the hierarchy of embodied enactments,
from “natural” birth, through impotence, to reconstructive surgery. For in-
stance, when I first met Irfan nayak and asked her about the nirvan opera-
tion, she said emphatically, “Here [in Hyderabad], nobody does that.We are
all born this way and we don’t have to have any ‘operation-shoperation.’”
Similarly, although both Shanti and Rajeshwari had undergone the nirvan
operation, the first time I met them, they both told me that they had not
had any need to on account of being “born this way.”

In actual fact, almost all hijras in Hyderabad have had, are going to have,
or express a desire to have the nirvan operation. Although being “born this
way” did bring the most respect, the rarity of that occurrence made the
nirvan operation necessary. Some of those who were not operated, like
Madhavi and Sati, also felt compelled to lie to me, initially saying that they
had undergone this procedure. As Srilakshmi told me about a month be-
fore having her operation, “We all want to become nirvan sultans because
that is what gives you paruvu [“respect” in Telugu].” When we had this
conversation, I was sitting in one of the huts under the tank with her and
Nagalakshmi. The latter had just had her operation about a week before and
was in obvious pain and discomfort. Despite the reality of Nagalakshmi’s
suffering, there was absolutely no doubt in Srilakshmi’s mind that this was
what she wanted to do. “Once you get it done, you have some paruvu, some
izzat, when you go out on the street,” she said. In response to the question
of whether Nagalakshmi’s experience—her obvious pain and discomfort—
dissuaded her at all, Srilakshmi replied, “Now, in fact, there is a line waiting
to go get it done. There are five of us who are ready. First there is me, then
Aliya, Sati, Radhika, and Kajal. We will all get it done. You see. One by one,
we will go and get it done.” Nagalakshmi reiterated this sentiment, stating
that despite the incredible pain she had to suffer, she was glad because now
she was reborn as “a real hijra.” The rewards of achieving this marker of
authenticity appear to outweigh the cost for many hijras.
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What exactly does this process of “rebirth,” or nirvan, involve?20 Given
its elaboration in Serena Nanda’s work, I will not provide a detailed de-
scription of the operation here except to say that it involves a radical penec-
tomy and orchiectomy; that is, both the penis and the testicles are entirely
removed.21 “Traditionally,” this ritual was performed by hijras known as
daiammas (midwives), but most hijras now go to biomedical doctors to
have it performed. However, a daiamma -performed operation is still con-
sidered togarner farmore izzat thanabiomedical procedure. Saroja, theonly
hijra sex worker who had had her operation performed by a daiamma , was
clearly perceived as having more izzat than the others. Whether performed
by a doctor or a daiamma , however, this operation is currently illegal in
India. And yet, for the right fee, there appear to any number of local doctors
who arewilling to perform it. As a result, the rate of postoperative infections
is high, and at least one in ten patients dies, one hijra estimated.

As the opening vignette of this chapter indicated, sometimes a boy or
young man is forcibly kidnapped and made to undergo this procedure
against his will. Popular magazines and especially tabloid newspapers love
to report any instance of such “evil-doing.” One particularly badly written
article in Crime and Detective, “Producing Third Sex Was His Business,”
recounted the following story.22 Shiv Prasad, a poor, fourteen-year-old “va-
grant boy,”met hijras for the first time at one of their big feastswhile serving
as a maid in place of his sick mother. These hijras were “very kind to him,”
and he was persuaded to stay on in the house of Rekha, one of the senior
hijras. Gradually, tempting himwithmoney and food, Rekha and her fellow
hijras convinced him to pierce his nose and ear lobes. He didn’t object. But
when they asked him “to get operated,” he flatly refused, realizing that it
meant “loss ofmanhood forever.” Unable to convince him otherwise, Rekha
and the other hijras drugged him and forcibly emasculated him. According
to the story,

[Following Shiv Prasad’s adamant refusal] Rekha and her accomplices carried out

their predetermined conspiracy. Special suji-ka-halwa [sweet pudding]wasprepared

and distributed among all the housemates. Shiv Prasad was given his share in a sep-

arate plate, because it had been drugged. He soon fell down unconscious. After long

hours when he regained consciousness, he felt excruciating pain in his groin. When

he touched his private parts, he found that his male organ had been cut off and the

wound bandaged crudely from which blood was still oozing. The realization of this

big loss and sense of betrayalmade Shiv shriek violently. Then he lost consciousness

again. When Shiv regained consciousness, he was surrounded by a large group of

hijras. Rekha was there too. Her face was lit with a smile of triumph. . . .Writhing in
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pain (for which hewas denied painkillers as atonement for his defiance) Shiv Prasad

remorsefully cursed his fate and the day he came to work for these evil creatures.

(Crime and Detective, July 1996, 16)

A somewhatmore credible andwidely read newsmagazine, India Today
(1982), reported a similar incident in which a fifteen-year-old boy was
forcibly kidnapped and operated upon. Under the heading “Behaviour,” this
article recounted Mohammad Hanif Vora’s “horror story” after “he broke
out of the half-world of eunuchs” with “a first person account of their lives,
their brutal tribal rites, and the hierarchical system under which they ply
their bizarre trade” (84–85; see also Allahbadia and Shah 1992).23

That instances such as these occur is well known, though they are highly
exaggerated in popular conceptions. In fact, hijras serve as the quintessen-
tial bogeymen of India; children are threatened with potential kidnapping
by hijras if they do not behave themselves. However, forcible conversions
appear to be less common than such articles suggest, especially in South
India. By reporting only on this feature of hijras’ “bizarre” or “evil” lives,
the media both vilify hijras’ current existence, and more important, rein-
force the strictly corporeal basis of hijra identity and thereby perpetuate the
stereotype and, subsequently, the very practice they condemn. It is embod-
ied conversion as it were, that defines hijras, simultaneously stigmatizing
and highlighting such identifications in the public imaginary.

Of the hijras Imet inHyderabad, only one,Madhavi,mentioned physical
coercion as a potential scenario. And ultimately, as the opening vignette
points out, she was not forced into having her operation (see also the first
section of chapter 7 for an elaboration of Madhavi’s story). All other hijras
in Hyderabad who underwent this process either during or just prior to
my fieldwork did so voluntarily—in order to gain izzat, as many of them
attested. Apparently, being a nirvan sultan not only signals respect within
the community and indicates the possession of himmat (strength), which
is necessary to acquire seniority, but it also provides a measure of izzat in
the outside world, according to hijras. One is not liminal but resolutely and
irrevocably a “real hijra” following this operation. Srilakshmi’s statement
that as a nirvan sultan, one “can have paruvu [or] izzat in the street” echoes
this sentiment.

Surekha’s motivation for her nirvan operation arose from just such an
incident when she “lost her respect” in public. This is the story she told me:

Ihadgone to themarket tobuy some things.When Iwas there, I decided to earn some

extra money, so I went to the shopkeepers to ask for money,24 even though it was
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not the Lashkarwala ilaka [territorial boundary; see chapter 7 for an elaboration of

hijra houses and their territorial boundaries]. When I walked up to one shopkeeper,

maybe because he had not seen me before, he said “Show me that you are a real

hijra.” I was still akkva [not operated] then. Having completely lost respect, I quietly

came back. After that, I decided to become cibri [operated] and after a few months

I went for my nirvan [operation].

Paradoxically, the nirvan operation serves to increase hijras’ izzat at the
verymoment that categorical identificationwith this label stigmatizes them
in the eyes of themainstream public.While physical emasculation serves as
the absolute marker of stigmatized hijra identity, evoking horror and fear
for the public, this very condition simultaneously symbolizes hijras’ power
and increases their izzat.

How and why does this paradoxical transposition occur? The primary
reason is the association ofnirvanwith the creative power of (Hindu) sexual
renunciation. While hijras obviously perceive and understand the stigmati-
zation of impotence in normative Indian conceptualizations, the nirvan op-
eration serves to elevate them beyond this vilified state to the realm of asex-
ual sacredness. At one level, the operation is proof of a hijra’s impotence/
asexuality, while at another (derived from the first), it is the source of ritual
power and sacred legitimacy.

sexual renunciation, creative power

In Hindu myth and folklore, sexual abstinence can be transformed into
potent strength and the power of generativity through tapas, the practice
of asceticism. The renunciation of sex and the suppression of sexual de-
sires (among others) is crucial to the practice of tapas and the acquisition
of generative power. Not only does tapas permit the acquisition of im-
mense power even when practiced by the evil asuras—for example, in the
well-known myths of Hiranyakasipu, Mahishasura, and Bhasmasura (see
Doniger 1999)—but it is also associated with the process of creation.

In one Hindu creation myth, as noted by O’Flaherty (1973), Siva, the
preeminent “creative ascetic,” is asked to create the world. He agrees and
disappears for a thousand years in preparation for this task. Meanwhile,
Vishnu and Brahma, worried and impatient, create all the gods and other
beings during Siva’s period of tapas. When Siva reappears and is ready to
begin the process of creation, he realizes that the act has already begun. He
thenbreaks off his linga (phallus) and throws it onto the earth.AsO’Flaherty
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states, “[The linga ] becomes a source of universal fertility as soon as it has
ceased to be a source of individual fertility” (1973, 135). Likewise, hijras
undergo the nirvan operation and bury their severed organ in the ground,
following which they believe they have the power to confer fertility on
others. Sacrificing their “individual fertility,” they are then given “universal”
(pro)creative power. Hijras derive both legitimacy and power from such
myths and explicitly use these sources as affirmation of their special status
with respect to creativity and fertility.

One of the most commonly expressed stories in this vein invokes hijras’
power to produce rain. Given that “in the philosophy of Hindu asceticism,
chastity [which generates tapas] in turn generates the power to produce
rain” (O’Flaherty 1973, 42), hijras’ ability to do so is significant. Shanti told
me the followingmythical story to highlight the creative power of the hijras:

Once, during the Nizam’s rule, there was a big drought in Hyderabad. There was no

water at all, and people were dying. The Nizam did not know what to do. Finally,

he went to the hijras and told them that it was in their hands to save the city. The

Nizam had come to them and asked for their help. So, breaking a thorn from a plant

nearby, one of the hijras cut off her organ [penis] andmade herself nirvan. She then

threw the organ on the ground, and the minute it touched the ground, there was

rain.25

In addition to its connection with general productivity/creativity, hijras
see their nirvan operation as linked to their subsequent power to confer
fertility. Despite the Muslim allegiance of many of the hijras—including
the Hyderabadi hijras—all hijras in the country worship an incarnation of
the Hindu goddess Bahuchara Mata or Bedhraj Mata. They worship this
goddess especially (and necessarily) at the time of their nirvan operation.
Following the prescribed period of postoperative recovery, it is to Bedhraj
Mata that the subsequent puja (ceremony of worship) is dedicated, with the
nirvan sultan asking for her explicit blessings. It is as vehicles of her power
that hijras derive their “symbolic capital,” translated into the blessings that
they in turn bestow on newly married couples or newborn children. As
part of the badhai performance, hijras bless the couple or child with good
health and fertility, that is, the ability to produce many children, ideally
sons. Their nirvan status allows hijras to serve as conduits of the goddess;
by virtue of sacrificing their potential reproductivity to the goddess, they
are blessed with the power to confer fertility. As a Sindhi neighbor of mine
told me on the occasion of a badhai performance at his house, “Hijras are
really blessed by the goddess. It is very auspicious and lucky to have them
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come and bless your child. Every time there is a wedding or a birth in our
family, we always call hijras to bless the child because they have the power
to do that.” Although not everyone shares such a benevolent perception,
whether out of fear or respect, hijras are widely believed to have auspicious
power (or inauspicious potential) with respect to fertility. Hence, the nirvan
operation serves as the means for ritual legitimization through recourse to
myth, as well as facilitating the transformation of asexuality/impotence to
(pro)creative potential.

Ultimately, the nirvan operation is a corporeal marker that instantiates
hijra identity. This focus on the body as the site of difference is explicitly
deployed by hijras in articulating their identity. Why, one might ask, this
emphasis on the body? As Veena Das says in an interesting if somewhat
dramatic statement, “The body occupies an essentially ambivalent position
in social discourse, for it is the only object which can be subjectively experi-
enced and conversely, the only subject that has an existence in the world of
objects” (Das 1977, 193). Given the ambiguous nature of this subject/object
both discursively and at the level of pragmatic reality, it appears to be the
ideal vehicle of hijra identity. The dramatically embodied negotiations be-
tween their ideals and lived experiences both define hijras and serve as
the medium through which they affirm their authenticity and izzat within
Indian society. But while Hindu mythology and iconography provide one
important node in this embodied crafting of hijra identity, their engage-
ment with the practice of Islam constitutes another vital element of the
hijra body’s sociality in Hyderabad, an issue I explore in the next chapter.
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“We Are All Musalmans Now”
religious practice, positionality, and

hijra/muslim identification

It was May 19, 1996. I was sitting in the shade of Munira’s hut, chatting
withGopalamma, Surekha, andSavita. In the course of conversation, I asked
them about their celebration of Pir panduga (the Shi’a Muslim festival of
Muharram), which was only a week away. Savita looked a little surprised
and, turning to the others, asked in all seriousness, “Do we celebrate Pir
panduga?” In reply, Gopalamma snorted and said, “Soon she will be asking
if we have to wear saris!” Surekha in turn gave Savita a scornful look and
said, “Hey gandu, what is the matter with you? Who do you think we are?
We are all Musalmans now. Don’t you even know that? Pir panduga is very
important for us. The older hijras say namaz [prayers], they go on the Hajj;
we are all Musalmans now. What do you think!”1

This vignette highlights two issues that I focus on in this chapter. First,
the rather extraordinary observation that hijras in Hyderabad see them-
selves, generically, as Musalmans, or Muslims, despite their recourse to
Hindu mythology in constructing their histories; and, second, that claims
to this religious identity appear to be constructed primarily through prac-
tice. Not only does one perform certain actions because of who one is, but
one is who one is by virtue of what one does. In other words, hijras in Hy-
derabad identify as Muslims, and it is practice—through the various acts
that they employ, the proscriptions they are subjected to, and the festivals
they celebrate—that facilitates hijras’ claims to Islamic identification.2

In reading the literature on hijras before I left for the field, nothing
preparedme for the statements thatHyderabadi hijrasmade regarding their
religious affiliation. Although the literature doesmention the fact that some
hijras identify as Muslim (e.g., Preston 1987; Nanda 1990; Hall 1997),
nowhere does it mention that they believe that all hijras are Muslim,
as the statement above indicates.3 In fact, a direct question in the initial
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period of my fieldwork did not elicit such a reaction either. When I first
began fieldwork in Hyderabad and had an opportunity to ask hijras about
religion, Amir nayak had this to say: “Religion does not matter for hijras.
Hindus, Muslims, Christians, anyone can join.”4 While this is certainly
true, once an individual joins the community, as Surekha stated, they “are
Musalmans now,” enjoined to practice all that such an identity entails. In
this chapter, I examine what it means for hijras to “become Musalmans.”
I argue that an integral element of hijra identity is constructed through
and by their religious affiliation, which in turn is understood and medi-
ated primarily by their practice of Islam. The various Muslim-identified
rituals that they perform, festivals that they celebrate, and commensal and
sartorial rules that they subscribe to inform hijra identity as Hyderabadi
Muslims.5

As scholars have noted, Islamic doctrine is best captured by the term
“orthopraxy” rather than “orthodoxy,” highlighting the importance of prac-
tice rather than belief (Smith 1957). In this context, hijras, too, could be
characterized as orthoprax religious practitioners. In their orthopraxy, how-
ever, hijras not only blur the gender boundary in their practice of Islam,
following rules of comportment specified by the shari’at (Islamic law) for
both men and women, but they also practice a form of religion wherein
they identify and practice (for the most part) as Muslims but simulta-
neously derive their power and social legitimacy from a Hindu goddess,
Bedhraj Mata. After describing hijra religious practices in the first two sec-
tions of this chapter, I explore in the penultimate section the apparent
contradiction of these practices. Such dissonance is situated within the
framework of religious pluralism in India and involves an ability, as several
scholars have noted, to contextualize or “compartmentalize” potentially
conflictual beliefs and practices (Singer 1972; Shweder and Bourne 1984;
Ramanujan 1990), allowing for a continuum rather than a dichotomy of reli-
gious thought. Understanding religious practice to be contextual, however,
does not necessarily explain what Muslim positionality does for hijras, that
is, what it means for hijras to identify—generically—as Muslim. The final
section of this chapter engages the system of positions andmeaningswithin
which we can place hijra/Muslim identification. Drawing on the histori-
ography of the Deccan Sultanates as well as the subalternity of Islamic
identification, this section explores the historical and symbolic implica-
tions of hijra positionality in contemporary India, arguing for its potential
significance as a supralocal node in the wider cultural politics of Hindu
nationalism.6
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“all hijras are musalmans”: practice and identity
in the hyderabadi context

gayatri: What does it mean when you say “I am a Musalman”? How do you know

that you are a Musalman?

munira: See, once you become a hijra—I am talking about Lashkarwala hijras—

then you become aMusalman. [You] say salam aleikumwhen youmeet other hijras,

wear a green sari for special occasions, do not wear a bindi, eat halalmeat, have the

khatna [circumcision], you say namaz, older people go on the Hajj. It is like that.

That is why we say “now we are Musalmans.”

Although South Asian Islamic beliefs and practices are pluralistic and het-
erodox (Ewing 1988;Hassan 1997), at least theoretically,manyMuslims and
scholars believe one can start with any Islamic tenet or body of religious
literature or ritual practice and be led unerringly to the same fundamental
teachings of Islam (Metcalf 1984). “This cohesion and replication is one
dimension of the unity that is the fundamental symbol of Islam,” Barbara
Metcalf notes in the introduction to her edited volume on the concept of
adab (discipline/training, or proper behavior) in South Asia (1984, 3). There
are common moral expectations for all Muslims, whatever their class or oc-
cupational position, and these expectations exemplify the moral qualities
and behavior represented by the life of the Prophet Muhammad (Metcalf
1984). Given this fundamental unity, Muslim identity in South Asia—in
effect, the answer to the question what makes a Muslim Muslim?—entails
a certain belief in and practice of a character and way of life referred to
as sunna , involving certain ritual observances and a programmatic code of
behavior that approximates the Prophet Muhammad’s. Although there is
an inherent ambiguity both in the interpretation and practice of shari’at,
or Islam-derived codes of conduct (Schact 1974), and in the relationship be-
tween Islam-derived and alternative codes (Ewing 1988; Pastner 1988), as
well as between Sunni and Shi’a Islam (Ewing 1988; Pinault 1992; Minault
1998), most Hyderabadis could (and often did) speak of an ideal approxima-
tion of Prophet Muhammad’s life in terms of specific behavioral attributes
or practices that included prayer, the ritual observance of particular fes-
tivals and life-cycle ceremonies, and the adherence to prescribed rules of
everyday behavior.

As the basis of Muslim identity in South Asia, these practices were also
adhered to by hijras in Hyderabad. The approximation of the “ideal life,”
in their perspective, translated in practical terms to the custom of praying,
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or saying namaz, undertaking the pilgrimage to Mecca (the Hajj), the cele-
bration of Muharram, and the observance of commensal practices, sartorial
prescriptions, circumcision rites, andMuslim burial practices, among other
customary rules of practice. The hijras’ answer to the question “Whatmakes
a Muslim Muslim?” appears unequivocally to be the practice of Islam—a
practice shaped and conditioned by the particular spatial, historical, and
cultural context of the region. Ernest Gellner wrote the following about the
Berber tribes of Morocco: “Koranic propriety emanates from their essence,
as it were. Islam is what they do. They are Islam” (Gellner 1969, 149; em-
phasis in original). Likewise, in many respects, for the hijras of Hyderabad,
a hijra is aMuslim because what she does (or is required to do) is what a Hy-
derabadiMuslimdoes (or is required to do). Religious practice or knowledge
of prescribed practice becomes (religious) identity in this instance.

However, while hijras identified as Muslim, this was by no means an
unambiguous affiliation. For one thing, hijras, as “neither men nor women”
in Serena Nanda’s (1990) words, did not see themselves as restricted to per-
forming only (Muslim) men’s or only (Muslim) women’s practices. Instead
hijras practiced a combination of both men’s and women’s (Muslim) rit-
uals and customs. In addition, despite their self-professed Muslim affilia-
tion, hijras did not restrict themselves to an orthodox, Quranic practice of
Islam; instead, they assimilated Hindu elements into their religious prac-
tice. In the following sections, in addition to addressing the issue of what
in their opinion makes a hijra Muslim, I also focus on their blurring of gen-
der and religious boundaries in their everyday practice as Muslim/Hindu
men/women.

blurred genders and the practice of islam

One rainy afternoon during the monsoon season, I sat huddled together
with Aliya, Nagalakshmi, Rajeshwari, and two or three other kandra hijras
under a plastic sheet near the tank. Nagalakshmi and Aliya were having an
argument, in the course of which the former cursed Aliya, using profanity.
Immediately Rajeshwari, one of the senior hijras in this group piped up and
said, reprimandingNagalakshmi, “That iswrong.You shouldnot curseAliya
like that. She has more izzat than you. She is sunnat.7 Do not forget that.”

As I later learned,Aliyawas born aMuslim. Inher village ofChandrapet,8

she was and still is known as Aziz (a male Muslim name). As a child, Aliya
had been circumcised, as were allMuslim boys. Shewas thereby sunnat and
thus had more izzat within the hijra community. Ideally, all hijras who join
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the community are required to undergo the khatna operation.9 Although
circumcision was not strictly enforced among kandra hijras (even though it
was recognized as accruing greater izzat), I was told that it was a fairly strict
rule among badhai hijras. Both celas of Irfan nayak, Rani and Shahbaz, were
circumcised almost as soon as they formally joined the community, even
though they planned to undergo the nirvan operation a few years later. In
fact both these individuals had been devout Hindus prior to their becom-
ing hijras. More specifically, they identified as siva-satis, individuals who
presumably had been “visited by” or “chosen” by a (Hindu) god/goddess,
before joining the hijra community. On becoming hijras, however, they
were required to undergo circumcision, which they accepted without de-
murral. As one of the quintessential markers of a male Muslim identity,
circumcision was one of the first practices required of aspiring hijras. As an
extension of this logic, hijras saw the nirvan operation as further evidence
of their Muslim identity, as an exaggerated (Muslim) ritual of circumcision.
As Munira once said to me, only half-joking, “We are even more Muslim
than Muslims. They cut off only so much, and we cut off the whole thing.”
Clearly, corporeal symbols of identity are enlisted in crafting more than
merely hijras’ sexual identity.

Further, when joining the hijra community, initiates, ormore commonly
their gurus, were allowed to choose a name for themselves (often female and
Hindu). In addition, however, they were given male Muslim names, which
were their official names entered in the hijra register maintained by the
nayaks. For instance, although she was commonly referred to as Shanti
or Bijli, Shanti’s “official” name was Kabir Baksh.10 Likewise, her guru’s
“official” name was Rahim Baksh in the hijra roster, although she preferred
theHindu (female) name Lekha. Althoughmany of the senior hijras (includ-
ing badhai hijras) continued to refer to themselves by their Hindu names, all
of the nayaks in Hyderabad were addressed by their (male) Muslim names,
whatever their prior religious affiliation. Hence, although their names used
to be Narayan and Rohini (both Hindu names), they were now referred to
as Irfan nayak, and Amir nayak (male Muslim names), respectively.

In yet another gendered component of their religious identity, I was told
that many of the senior hijras went on the Hajj, the holy pilgrimage to Kar-
bala or Mecca and Medina.11 Amir nayak’s predecessor in the Lashkarwala
house had apparently been on the Hajj and was therefore referred to with
some respect as Salmanhaji nayak, as her celas and nati celas told me with
much veneration and pride.

More common than going on the Hajj was theMuslim practice of saying
namaz.12 Although most hijras did not go to the mosque for this purpose
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(except those who had gone on the Hajj), many of them didmake an explicit
effort to say their prayers at least every Friday. Amir nayak told me that she
did not get a chance to pray five times every day, but made sure that she
said namaz at least every Friday. All the nayaks’ houses had at least one
poster or scroll with Quranic verses on their Mecca-facing walls, to which
they turned when saying their prayers.

Hijras not only performed many of these nominally “male” religious
practices, they simultaneously enacted “female” Muslim practices such as
wearing a burqa , or black robe and veil, that many Muslim women wear.
Especially when going out alone or with their pantis, some of the hijras
(mostly the kandra hijras rather than badhai hijras) wore burqas over their
saris. Munira told me that whenever she went out with her husband, Zahid,
she “always [wore] a burqa ,” which she didn’t take off “until [they] return[ed]
home.” She felt shy and awkward if she did not have a burqa on, Munira
said, and Zahid echoed her sentiments approvingly.

However, when hijras went out as a group either for badhai purposes or
to go shopping, there was absolutely no question of wearing a burqa . On
these occasions, hijras intend to attract greater attention to themselves as
hijras, rather than attempting to conceal their identity and appear as “good”
Muslimwomen. Thus, rather than invoking an explicitly feminine religious
self-image, the burqa could potentially be used just as a means of conceal-
ment, a cloak of anonymity. Nevertheless, the fact that hijras adopted this
explicitly Muslim practice rather than other forms of (Hindu) veiling is
perhaps significant (Raheja and Gold 1994).

Further, like other Indian women, whether Muslim or Hindu, hijras
wore saris. While these saris were usually variously designed and colored,
on certain special occasions their color was specified: green, the color most
indelibly associated with Islam.13 On one special occasion I witnessed, dur-
ing the puja (ritual worship) to Bahuchara Mata on the fortieth day after
Nagalakshmi’s nirvan operation, she was required to wear a plain green
sari. “A green sari is absolutely necessary at this time,” Munira said. When
I asked why, Munira looked perplexed and said, “Arre. We are Musalmans,
aren’t we,” in a tone that implied thiswas a really silly question.Nagalakshmi
had to change into this sari just prior to the puja that marked the end of
her confinement and the official beginning of her status as a nirvan sultan;
it was only after her ritual bath following the puja that she was allowed to
take this sari off.

Much like other Muslim women, hijras were also officially not allowed
to wear bindis (marks traditionally symbolic of Hindu marital status) on
their foreheads.While kandra hijras (likemanyMuslimwomen) frequently
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transgressed this rule for aesthetic reasons, they always made sure they had
removed all traces of the bindi when they visited with their nayaks. If the
nayaks saw any trace of a bindi, they immediately imposed a fine on the
transgressors, as Saroja told me, relating the story of her friend who was
fined five hundred rupees.

Further, although emphasizing the importance of saying prayers every
Friday, hijras made a point of telling me that, unlike Muslim men, they did
not go to themosque for this prayer. I was told that only hijraswho had gone
on the Hajj could go to the mosque. On their return from this pilgrimage,
these hijras were also the only ones permitted to wear male clothing on an
everyday basis, that is, a lungi (wrap-around cloth) and a shirt, rather than a
sari. As these shifting markers of identity in hijras’ lives show, axes of reli-
gion and gender mutually constitute each other in interesting and complex
ways. Ultimately, whatever their parents’ religious affiliation, on joining the
hijra community in Hyderabad, these individuals identified generically as
Muslims, adopting many of the practices of an “orthoprax” religious practi-
tioner (Smith 1957). Although there was no explicit discourse, ritual, or in-
junction to give up their Hindu/Christian identity—perhaps partly because
the ideals were not very strictly enforced—Hyderabadi hijras identified for
the most part as Muslims.

crossing religious borders

Not only dohijras adopt the genderedHyderabadiMuslimpractices detailed
above, they also diligently follow other, more general Muslim rules and pre-
scriptions. For instance, the greeting reserved for fellow hijras of equal rank
is salam aleikum, the same as that used by Muslims. This form of greeting
is one of the first rules a hijra learns; one that separates her from other kotis
such as jogins and siva-satis. The latter have their own form of greeting—
kshenarti—a term that both marks their identity and signals their differ-
ence from hijras. Likewise, kada-catla kotis do not use these terms of greet-
ing, using instead the more generic Telugu/Indian greeting, namaskaram,
or (more commonly nowadays), “Hi” or “Hello,” a linguistic marker of as-
piring modernity and a potential path by which to access the gay lexicon.
Among non-hijra kotis, only zenanas, fellow-Muslims for the most part,
used the greeting salam aleikum.

Like many zenanas and other Muslims in Hyderabad, most hijras eat
only halalmeat, that is, goat or chicken meat that is specially cleansed and
prepared by ritually sacrificing the animal and allowing it to bleed to death.
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As Akbar, my zenana friend, said, that was one of the reasons neither hijras
nor zenanas could attend the feasts (dawats) hosted by siva-satis and jogins:
“The food would not be halal, no? That is why we cannot go,” he said by
way of explanation.

Even the somewhat unorthodox hijra sex workers made sure that the
chickens or goats they prepared were at least sacrificed by Aliya, the only
Muslim (by birth) in the group, if not by a Muslim butcher. For Naga-
lakshmi’s nirvan dawat, hijras bought two live goats that were ritually sac-
rificed by a Muslim butcher just before the puja to the goddess. In fact, the
heads of these goats were placed before the image of the goddess, and, as
part of the ritual, Nagalakshmi had to dip her hands in the goat’s blood and
smear her prints on the wall—a literal imprinting of genealogy on the walls
of thehouse. Itwasunthinkablenot to gethalalmeat for this occasion. “Haw,
tauba ! It has to be halal,” Kajal said, crossing herself on each cheek in reac-
tion to my question on this issue. “Themeat has to be halal, Gayatri. We are
Muslims, no? So we cannot eat non-halalmeat,” she repeated patiently.

The celebration of Hyderabadi Muslim festivals was another marker of
hijras’ professed religious identity. One of the only occasions when hijras
from across the country got together (apart from death ceremonies) was
during Muharram, or the Pir panduga , as it is known in Hyderabad. A
ten-day mourning ritual, Muharram is the annual commemoration of the
seventh-century martyrdom of the two saints Hussain and Hassan (sons
of Ali and grandsons of the Prophet Muhammad) who were killed at the
battle of Karbala (Fruzzetti 1981). It also marks the split between Shi’as and
Sunnis in Islam: this event is primarily celebrated by Shi’as. ForHyderabadi
Muslims, it is one of the principal public events of their calendar.14

The last day of Muharram is marked by a procession through the streets,
headed by men who mourn the death of these saints by beating themselves
with chains andothermenwhocarry taziyas, or symbolic representations of
the tombs ofHassan andHussein. The processionwinds its way through the
streets, past the central mosque in old Hyderabad, to the Muslim cemetery.
Although I did not witness this myself, I was told by some hijras that senior
hijras who lived in the old city of Hyderabad through which the procession
marches sometimes accompany these fellow-Shi’ite mourners, visiting the
asurkhana at the shrine of Hazrat Abbas for the annual matam devotions
(Pinault 1992).15 However, other hijras contradicted this account, stating
that hijras never actually accompany the procession but do in fact mark this
mourning period and perform a ritual at the mosque on this day. Whatever
their actual public performance, hijras do mark this event in their calendar
and, much like other Muslims in the city, commemorate the death of these
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brothers through commensal rituals and religious worship in the mosque
and in their respective houses.16

Perhaps the most marked symbol of hijras’ Muslim identity is the ritual
that accompanies the death of a hijra. Whatever their natal religion, hijras
are buried rather than cremated. Further, all the rituals prior to this event
replicate those performed at the death of aMuslimman inHyderabad.Given
the inauspiciousness of even speaking about death, hijras were extremely
reluctant to talk to me about their rituals surrounding this event, even if
only in the abstract. Not until an actual death occurred in Hyderabad while
I was there, was I able to get any information on this issue.

In June of 1997, toward the end of my period of fieldwork, one of the
nayaks of the Lashkarwala house, Ijaz nayak, passed away. Iwas not allowed
to witness the rituals that followed this death, but I did get to hear about the
ceremonies and practices engaged in on this occasion, as related to me by
Amir nayak’s cela, Vanitha, and a Muslim neighbor, Abbas, who regularly
called the faithful to prayer at the local neighborhood mosque. The day a
hijra dies, her body is thoroughly washed, along with the area around it,
by a man referred to as ghasl—a hereditary caste/occupational position in
theMuslim community. All ornaments are removed from the body, and the
ghasl is givenonehalf of these, that is, all the ornaments fromone side of the
body including one earring, the bangles, nose-ring, toe-ring and anklet, as
well as a tablet of silver with which he has to apply surma (kohl) under his
eyes. The body is now ready for themayyat, or viewing. People whowish to
pay their last respects—in this case primarily other hijras—can come and
view the body at this time. As they file past, each person usually puts a little
money in a bag left there for this purpose. The money is given to the ghasl
before he leaves. At the end of the day, specific prayers from the Quran are
read over the body before it is moved onto a stretcher, and only non-hijra
Muslim men (usually from the neighborhood) then carry it to the Muslim
cemetery. The body is placed in the grave on a north-south axis with the
feet facing south and the head turned west, in the direction of Mecca.

On the third day the ziyarat is performed. Fruits, lentils, and paan leaves
are laid out in the house, specific payers are read, and forgiveness is asked
for all sins. Then all the hijras go to the cemetery to pay their respects, after
which they are all fed by the members of the deceased hijra’s family, which
in this case was the Lashkarwala house. A similar ritual is performed on the
tenth day, the dasva ; the twentieth day, bisva ; and the thirtieth day, tisva .

On the fortieth day, there is a big ceremony and feast to which everyone
is invited, that is, hijras from all across the country. This roti, or death cere-
mony, is one of the only occasions, apart fromMuharram, when hijras from
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across the country get together. For Ijaz nayak’s roti, Lashkarwala hijras to
whom I spoke expected at least four or five hundred hijras to come from
different corners of the country. At such times policy decisions are made
and interregional or interhouse disputes are settled.17 On this occasion, an
entire hall was rented, and special cooks were employed. All the visiting
hijras were housed and fed in this hall at the expense of the Lashkarwala
house.

The rituals performed on the death of a hijra are not Hindu or Christian,
but Muslim. Irrespective of the natal religion of the hijra concerned, the
same practices and rituals are employed to bury them (although with less
pomp and expenditure for non-nayaks). As Abbas told me, “It is like for any
Muslim man in our mohalla [neighborhood]. The same things are done,
except hijras invite their people for the roti.”

And yet despite these explicitly Muslim religious customs and rituals,
hijras simultaneously incorporated explicitly Hindu practices in their con-
struction of religious and gendered selves. Perhaps the most marked of
these practices was their worship of Bedhraj Mata, an incarnation of Devi
(goddess) or Mata (mother), as they refer to her.18 Very soon after I began
fieldwork, I was categorically informed, “All hijras throughout the country
worship BedhrajMata.”When questioned in detail about this goddess, most
hijras were unable or unwilling to give me any details, but referred me in-
stead to the bare hijre-log (the older, respected hijras) who live in the only
temple dedicated to this goddess in Gujarat. However, none of the hijras
I spoke to in Hyderabad had been to this temple. In fact, none of them
planned to go in the near future either, although many hijras frequently
visited or at least intended to visit various Muslim dargahs (mausoleums)
across the country. And yet, Bedhraj Mata was “extremely important . . . the
most important for hijras,” I was told.

“You have to get Mata’s blessings before you become nirvan and be-
fore the dawat on the fortieth day after nirvan,” Madhavi informed me.
“Otherwise what happens?” I asked. “Otherwise, you will die,” Madhavi
replied in all seriousness. Other hjiras reiterated this sentiment, stating that
it was imperative to ask for the goddess’s blessings, especially if (as was
often true nowadays) she did not “call you” for the operation. Earlier, most
hijras were “called” by the goddess, either by a dream or some other omen
that clearly signified the desire of the goddess for the person to “become a
hijra” and undergo the nirvan operation.

Every time the issue of the goddess’s “calling you”was raised, I was told a
version of the followingmyth:19 There was once a prince. His parents really
wanted him to get married, so they found this extremely beautiful goddess
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and got them married to each other. But the marriage was never consum-
mated. Every night the prince would go away somewhere. One day, the
princess/goddess followed him and saw him enjoy himself with other men.
She got very angry and stated categorically that henceforth, “people like
that” should be reborn (nirvan) as neither men nor women, and so saying,
she cut off his genitalia. Recognizing that it was not the prince’s fault, how-
ever, she also stated that if such people worshipped her at this point, she
would help them to recover quickly and bless them with her power. Hence
the importance of worshipping the Mata before the nirvan operation, I was
told.

The mainstream public (or at least those who invited hijras to bless
their children), believed hijras derived their power and efficacy from being
vehicles of this (Hindu) goddess. “It is very lucky to call them when a
child is born, because they are blessed by Mata,” Mr. Mamdani told me.
Mr. Mirchandani told me on a different occasion, “It is very auspicious you
know, to call hijras to your house. They have the power of the Mata to
either bless you or curse you.” Clearly social and sacred legitimacy for hijras
derives from this Hindu goddess, at least among the Hindu community,
which forms the bulk of their badhai clientele.20

In yet another instance of blurred religious boundaries, hijras behave in
many ways as Hindu widows on the death of their gurus. Like traditional
Hindu widows, they break all their bangles, remove all their jewelry, and
wear a simple, white sari for the period of mourning following the death
of their guru. Ideally hijras are permitted to start wearing colored clothes
only after they have acquired another guru or teacher.

Further, although categorically proscribed, many hijras—especially sex
workers and former siva-satis—celebrateHindu festivals such as the bonalu
panduga , one of the most important and popular festivals in Hyderabad.
Literally, the term refers to the “festival of pots.” As its title indicates, the
goddess Mahakali (or one of her several sisters, including Yellamma), an
incarnation of Devi to whom this festival is dedicated, is worshipped—
mostly by women—by the carrying of elaborately decorated pots, which
are then ceremoniously broken at the goddess’s temple. This public event
is one of themost popular and important of theHyderabadi (andTelangana)
Hindu festivals. As Musalmans, however, hijras are officially forbidden to
participate in this celebration, and a stiff fine is imposed for this trans-
gression if senior hijras get to know of it. Rani, one of the badhai hijras,
had to pay eleven hundred rupees last year she said, because someone had
told her guru that she was present at the Yellamma temple during these
festivities.
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In 1997, when I attended the festival at the Yellamma and Mahakali
temples, I was implored not to tell the nayaks about the presence of at least
four or five badhai hijras (including Rani again), and almost all the kandra
hijras at the temple. In fact, for the kandra hijras from the tank, this was
the one annual festival for which they spent the largest amount of money
and celebrated with the most pomp and enthusiasm. Every year, they pool
their financial resources and employ a band to accompany them as they
dance with the bonalu (pots) on their heads, all the way from the tank
to the Mahakali temple, about two or three miles away. This procession is
followedby a big feast, which they prepare for themselves, their “husbands,”
and some of their koti friends. Although it is a Hindu festival, the bonalu
panduga is also a popular Hyderabadi festival, perhaps highlighting hijras’
affiliation with place rather than religion in particular contexts.

religious pluralism in the indian context

At first glance, hijras appear to celebrate a pluralistic form of religion,
combining elements of Islam and Hinduism. But how unusual is this in the
Indian context? Despite the apparent doctrinal uniformity of Islam (Metcalf
1984) and Hyderabadi Muslims’ articulation of identifiable “Muslim” prac-
tices, Islam in India is characterized by a bewildering diversity of communi-
ties, traditions, and customs (Misra 1964; Mujeeb 1967; Ahmad 1976, 1980;
Engineer 1980, 1989; Madan 1995). Islam came to the subcontinent over a
succession of periods, conquests, and immigrant waves, resulting in man-
ifest differences in peoples’ experiences and practices of it, depending on
class, region, and manner of diffusion. Over the years, Muslim traditions
evolved markedly pluralistic forms to coexist peacefully with Hindu and
Jain religio-cultural beliefs and practices in different parts of the country
(Roy 1983).

Several scholars and travelers over the past century, including British
civil servants, have noted this pattern of pluralism. For instance, Charles
Elliot, writing from Uttar Pradesh in north India a century ago, noted the
“strong tendency among Muslims to assimilate with their Hindu neigh-
bors . . . [with many of them] wearing dhotis and using Ram-Ram as [their]
mode of salutation” (1892, 28). In a similar vein, Bampfylde Fuller wrote
about the “Hindu influences” on the Muslims: In agricultural districts, the
people “not only understand each other’s systems, but the systems often
seem to overlap,” he observed (1910, 130), with Hindus and Muslims at-
tending each other’s festivals and singing each other’s songs. Almost a
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century later, an editorial in the daily newspaper reported that in villages in
north India, Muslims celebrate the Hindu festival of Diwali, including the
elaborate ritual of Goddess Lekha puja (worship) in their celebration (Times
of India , September 10, 1995). On the other hand, many Hindus venerate
themartyrdom of ImamHussain alongwith theirMuslim neighbors (Fuller
1910; Reeves 1971; Blunt 1909; Lawrence 1928; Pinault 1992) and regularly
attend the annual commemoration of several Sufi pirs, or saints, in Delhi,
Agra, and Ajmer (Lopez 1995; van der Veer 1998). On another performative
level, the Muslim shahnai, a string instrument, is used in the arti (invoca-
tion) of Hindu temples in Benares, including the Vishvanath temple (Pugh
1988).21 Islam in India (especially in southern India, which was less sub-
ject to repeated conquest and upheaval) is obviously a pluralistic tradition,
incorporating several beliefs, rituals, and practices of neighboring religions
and cultural traditions, including Hinduism and Jainism. Commenting on
the inappropriateness of comparing Islam in India with that in other coun-
tries, Maulvi Zakaullah noted that “for a thousand years, [the] religion of
Islam has been intimately bound up with India; and in India, Islam has
won some of its greatest triumphs for its own popular form of civilization”
(quoted in Schimmel 1980, 14).

Given this pluralistic context in India, it is not surprising that hijras
adopted bothHindu andMuslim rituals.While they employedMuslim com-
mensal, sartorial, purificatory, andburial customs, they simultaneouslywor-
shipped a Hindu goddess through whom they derived their divine power
to confer fertility and thus obtained social legitimacy. Further, even though
they practiced and identified as Muslims, when asked directly, they would
answer, “hijras have no jati [caste/class] or dharm [religion].” Hijras did not
see a disjuncture or conflict in either the “consistency” of their religious
identities as Hindu or Muslim, or in their religious orthopraxy in the face
of an apparently secular ideology.

As some scholars have suggested, this way of thinkingmay be explained
by Indians’ reported ability to “compartmentalize” potentially conflictual
beliefs and practices. Over the years, Indologists and scholars have noted the
particular Indian ability for “multiple diglossia”—the ability for one person
toholdmultiple, potentially “inconsistent” ideas andbeliefs—asRamanujan
characterizes it (1990, 57). In an article intriguingly titled “Is There an Indian
Way of Thinking?” A. K. Ramanujan extends linguistic references to the
study of cultures and concludes that it is possible to identify those cultures
that have “overall tendencies—tendencies to idealize and think in terms of
either the context-free or the context-sensitive kinds of rules.”He then states,
“In cultures like India’s, the context-sensitive kind of rule is the preferred
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formulation” (1990, 47). In such a formulation, “consistency is the hob-
goblin of foolish minds,” as Gandhi is reputed to have said, paraphrasing
Emerson (quoted in Ramanujan 1990, 55). “When Indians learn, quite ex-
pertly, modern science, business, or technology, they ‘compartmentalize’
these interests; thenewways of thought andbehavior donot replace, but live
along with older ‘religious’ ways. The ‘modern,’ the context-free, becomes
just one more context,” Ramanujan notes (57).

The anthropologist Milton Singer also commented upon this character-
istic more than two decades ago. He introduced the concept of “compart-
mentalization” in his bookWhen a Great Tradition Modernizes to account
for the particular relationship between “tradition” and “modernization” that
he observed in the South Indian city of Madras. As he states, the “relation-
ship of modernization (and of Westernization) to tradition is neither one
of deep antagonism and struggle for dominance nor one of harmony and
mutual support. It is rather a historical process in which the new and the
foreign are culturally differentiated as such from the indigenous traditions,
then tried out in a ‘neutral’ area, and eventually selectively integrated into
an ‘essential’ core of indigenous traditions, which has itself changed in
order to incorporate the new items” (1972, 387). This is possible because of
the adaptive strategy wherein “those who simultaneously modernize and
‘Sanskritize’ . . . tend to compartmentalize their lives, following a ‘modern’
model in a ritually neutralized work sphere and a ‘traditional’ one in their
domestic and social life” (Singer 1972, 387). While this formulation of the
problem might be somewhat artificial and essentializing in many respects,
especially in its stark juxtaposition of “modernity” and “tradition,” the
proposed solution of “a cognitive compartmentalization of the conflicting
spheres of activity” remains an important avenue of research pursued by
several scholars (Roland 1979; Shweder and Bourne 1984; Ramanujan
1990).

As Ramanujan (1990) notes, three cultural traits have been attributed to
Indians (primarily, it should be noted, by British colonial officers), two of
which arepotentially relevant for this discussion, namely, inconsistency and
the lack of universality. The former, as noted above, is apparent in such in-
stances as the simultaneous use of “inconsistent” concepts such as karma
and talaividi/talavrata (Daniel 1983; Keyes andDaniel 1983),22 or the “hold-
ing together in one brain both astronomy and astrology” as Ramanujan’s
father did (Ramanujan 1990, 43). The latter trait—the lack of universality—
is perhaps best captured by Hegel’s statement: “While we [Europeans] say
‘Bravery is a virtue,’ the Hindoos say, on the contrary, ‘Bravery is a virtue of
the Cshatriyas’” (quoted in Ramanujan 1990, 44). There are specifications
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not only for moral conduct according to one’s stage of life (asramadharma)
and class/caste (svadharma), but also for one’s individual nature (svabhava)
and the place of one’s birth or one’s spatial orientation (des/ur), as well as
conduct that is specified for an emergency (apadharma) (see Beck 1972;
Lingat 1973; Daniel 1984; Ramanujan 1990). The determination of a uni-
form set of rules for moral self-crafting becomes even more complicated
when we take into account the belief that differentially valued and ranked
“substances” underlie all systems, individuals, and objects, all of which have
“the ability to mix and separate, to transform and be transformed, to estab-
lish intersubstantial relationships of compatibility and incompatibility, to
be in states of equilibrium and disequilibrium, and to possess variable de-
grees of fluidity and combinability” (Daniel 1984, 3; cf.Marriott 1976). Spec-
ifying a universal rule or context-free interpretation of an action becomes
extremely difficult if not impossible in such a framework.

In this interpretation, like other Indians, hijras toomay lack this so-called
trait of universality andare apparently “inconsistent,” employing a cognitive
style that is “relationally conceived and contextually appraised” (Shweder
and Bourne 1984, 189), rather than deploying the abstract, context-free
model of the autonomous individual that characterizes so-called Western
modes of social thought (Shweder and Bourne 1984; cf. Mackie 1977). For
hijras, contexts are clearly specified, and behavior is enacted and interpreted
according to these circumscribed contexts, rather than according to univer-
sal rules governing all conduct. Hence, for instance, although seemingly
disjunctive to a visiting anthropologist, hijras’ worship of both Hindu and
Muslim gods/goddesses is explainable on the basis of demarcated contexts
for the worship of each. While Bedhraj Mata is worshipped prior to their
nirvan operation, Allah is the god invoked at other times, and especially
on Fridays. Likewise, while burial customs might be Muslim-oriented, the
social practices imposed on celas at this time, including sartorial rules and
death rituals such as breaking one’s bangles, are “Hindu” customs.23

hijra positionality and the meanings of muslim identification

And yet, apart from being an essentializing and potentially orientalizing
characterization that displaces the agency of Indians (see Inden 1986, 1990),
this contextually dependent frame of reference does not necessarily expli-
cateHyderabadi hijras’ generic identification asMuslim.What does it imply
for hijras to state that their very identity as hijras necessitates their Islamic
identification? What does this pluralistic practice mean for hijra identity
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in the present context? While historians and secularists have long pointed
to the “ancient” history of religious pluralism in the subcontinent, hijras’
generic identification as Muslim militates against such a simple answer.
Their simultaneous incorporation of Hindu and Muslim rituals could (and
possibly does) indicate religious pluralism in practice, but their subsequent
identification is not reducible, as Lawrence Cohen notes (pers. comm.), to
just a question of pluralism or fluidity. What it does mean, however, is a
more complex question with no clear-cut answers. Two potential avenues
of analysis suggest themselves, however, one historical and the other cul-
tural, deriving from representational modalities, or the system of positions
within which hijra identification can be located.24

Historical Basis of Hijra Identification
Perhaps we can understand Hyderabadi hijras’ Islamic identification—as
Muslims, generically, and as Shi’as secondarily—through a historical lens,
as a consequence of the cultural and religious history of the Deccan. Since
its establishment over four hundred years ago, the Deccan kingdom of
Golconda (of which Hyderabad became the capital) was a Muslim princi-
pality. Following the disintegration of the Bahmani kingdom, Golcondawas
founded in the early sixteenth century by the Qutb Shahi dynasty, a dynasty
of Shi’a rulers with close ties to the (Shi’ite) Safavid rulers in Persia.25 Given
the predominance of the (largely Sunni) Mughal dynasty to the north, the
Bahmani kingdom and its successor, the kingdom of Golconda, were among
the few Shi’a refuges in the vast sea of Sunni influence outside of Persia,
accounting for the close relations between Persia and Golconda and the
subsequent influx of Persians into the city of Hyderabad (Hollister 1989;
Pinault 1992). As a result, there was a significant Perso-Islamic domination
of the cultural, religious, and political life of Hyderabad. This influence was
apparent in all respects, from the layout of the city and the architecture of
the buildings to the art and literature of this period, as well as in the chang-
ing religious affiliation of the city’s inhabitants as more Turks, Arabs, and
especially Persians streamed into the city and were appointed to important
administrative positions in the royal court.26

Although a definitive history of the hijras in Hyderabad remains elusive,
their own accounts, aswell as the sparse historical literature available attests
to the existence of “eunuchs” in this region since the birth of the city. At least
one accountmentions their having accompanied the original founders of the
kingdom, as slaves, on the journey south from Delhi (Kidwai 1985).27 Slav-
ery or bondage was by no means a medieval (Islamic) invention (Kosambi
1975; Chakravarti 1985). But unlike earlier periods of Indian history, the
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medieval era saw slavery begin to radically influence the social and political
structure of society, with domestic slavery becoming especially significant.
Not only were the rulers themselves products of a very different history
(often, as with the founders of Golconda, themselves being descendents of
slaves who had risen to occupy prominent positions in the military and
administration), but rapid urbanization brought a dramatic increase in do-
mestic slavery as more and more cosmopolitan rulers and nobles employed
slaves to cater to their personal needs (Kidwai 1985). Especially in the early
medieval period, these slaves, both domestic and especially “elite” slave
troops, were for the most part foreigners, although often Muslim foreign-
ers (or recent converts to Islam)—Turkish in the north, and African in the
South and in Bengal. Further, the laws of slave ownership during this period
stipulated that non-Muslims could not own Muslim slaves and were obli-
gated either to sell them toMuslims or to emancipate them. Hence, many of
these domestic slaves and their descendants owned by the ruling (Muslim)
families apparently were themselves of the Islamic faith (and were proba-
bly, although not necessarily, Shi’a Muslims), including the eunuch slaves
through whom contemporary Hyderabadi hijras derive their historical
legitimacy (Kidwai 1985; Chatterjee 2002).

Islamic affiliation and, more specifically, identification as either Sunni
or Shi’a, appear to have played a fairly significant role in the historiography
of the Deccan and the lives of the Hyderabadi people. It was Shi’ism—
especially the close ties between the two Shi’ite kingdoms of Persia and
Golconda—that provided the excuse for the Mughal (orthoprax Sunni) em-
peror Aurangzeb to invade the Deccan in the seventeenth century. He is
reputed to have labeled the reigning Qutb Shahi ruler “an oppressor against
whom the people were invoking the heavens, a heretic who had perverted
the subjects from the pure Sunni faith, and lastly an ally and financial
supporter of the king of Persia. Not to punish such a heretical ruler would
be failure of duty on the part of an orthodox Islamic emperor” (Hollister
1989, 124).

The Mughal invasion of Golconda in 1687 ended the reign of the Qutb
Shahi dynasty, and not until the death of Aurangzeb in 1707 did the king-
domofGolcondabegin anewchapter in its historywith the establishment of
the Asaf Jahi dynasty in 1724, a dynasty better known as the Nizams of Hy-
derabad. Although the Asaf Jahis were Sunni Muslims, unlike Aurangzeb,
they continued the Qutb Shahi legacy of religious tolerance through their
patronage of Shi’a shrines and the sponsorship of (and evenparticipation in)
the Muharram processions that made up such a large part of Hyderabadi
religious culture. In fact, the Nizams at this time were renowned for their
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religious pluralism and appointment of people of all faiths, including
Hinduism, to important and powerful positions in the royal court (Lynton
and Rajan 1974; Leonard 1978; Austin 1992; Lynton 1993; Kakar 1995).

In addition to their pluralism in matters of the state, the Nizams also ac-
tively maintained in their households a large retinue of eunuch slaves who
were given diverse responsibilities, ranging from menial tasks to super-
vising the zenana and managing the household. In addition, these eunuch
slaves also served as confidantes and advisors to the rulers, often entrusted
with the keys to the royal treasury. The khwajasara , or “chief eunuch,” held
a prominent and important position in the royal household and the political
hierarchy of the court (Jaffrey 1996; cf. Manucci 1907; Chatterjee 2002).

Eunuchs have existed in large numbers in Hyderabad since the estab-
lishment of the kingdom of Golconda by the Qutb Shahis, and they almost
certainly lived in the city during the tenure of the Asaf Jahi Nizams. In
addition to their renown as trusted servants and slaves, there is also explicit
reference during this latter period to hijras as public performers at the birth
of a (male) child. As Hyderabadi hijras’ accounts to me attest, and as Lynton
and Rajan (1974) and Jaffrey (1996) indicate, the Nizams of Hyderabad also
served as patrons of badhai hijras. As legend has it, the decline of hijras’
preeminence in the city is attributable explicitly to one such badhai per-
formance: It was 1908, and the wives of both the reigning Nizam, Mahbub
Ali Pasha, and his son and heir, Osman Ali Khan, had given birth to sons
within a couple of days of each other. Rejoicing, Mahbub Ali Pasha sum-
moned the hijras to his palace, Purani Haveli. In his exuberance at the birth
of his son and grandson, he kept the hijras there for eight days and nights
as he celebrated this joyous occasion. Meanwhile, his son, Osman Ali Khan,
had also summoned the hijras to his own palace, King Kothi, to bless his
child. But having received his father’s summons earlier, all the hijras had
gone to Purani Haveli, so they did not receive Osman Ali Khan’s request.
Feeling personally slighted by their absence, Osman Ali Khan never again
summoned hijras to celebrate the birth of his children and, on becoming
the Nizam after his father’s death, he issued a law curtailing hijras’ activi-
ties, especially their recruitment patterns (Lynton and Rajan 1974; cf. Kakar
1995; Jaffrey 1996).28

Whatever the truth of this story, the fact that at least until the reign of
Osman Ali Khan, the Nizams were patrons of badhai hijras is indisputable.
If, as some hijras and scholars maintain, hijras’ legacy extends back to the
(Hindu) Ramayan and the Vedic era, predating the Muslim presence in the
subcontinent, “it was during the rule of the Qutb Shahis and the Nizams,
that hijras attained their greatest [glory] in Hyderabad, . . . bringing [hijras]
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closer to them rather than pushing [them] away,” as Shanti, one of the
tank hijras maintained, perhaps accounting in part for their current Islamic
identification (see Lynton and Rajan 1974; Jaffrey 1996).

Cultural Representations and the Muslim Other
As noted, hijras identified generically as Muslim; that is, by virtue of being
hijra they are, by that token, Muslim. In reading previous accounts of hijras
in Hyderabad, however, nowhere does one come across this generic iden-
tification. In Harriet Lynton and Mohini Rajan’s ethnohistorical account
written in the mid-1970s and Zia Jaffrey’s narrative of her encounters with
hijras in the late 1980s, there is no mention of a Muslim hijra identity. Is
this, then, a recent identification?What is the context within which we can
place this identification? And how can we understand this issue in a way
that does not dissolve into a polarized and somewhat reductive history of re-
ligious “pluralism” in the Indian context, one that posits either an “ancient”
or a “modern,” colonial legacy of intolerance in the Indian subcontinent and
places hijra identity explicitly within this framework of communal history?

Although definitive answers to these questions are difficult to generate
at this time without further research, at least two potential avenues of in-
quiry suggest themselves. First, we may see hijras’ Islamic identification
not through the present lens of religious conflict but as a context-specific,
nonstrategic positioning; and, second, that we embrace the potential sub-
alternity of Islamic identification and examine the intrinsic connections
between religious identification, nationalism, and hijras’ supralocality in
contemporary India.

While hijras’ Muslim identification is obviously important for everyday
practice, perhaps reading it in terms of the contemporary political context
imbues itwith subaltern significance that hijras themselvesmight not attrib-
ute to it. To what extent might hijras’ identification (or non-identification)
as Muslim be a reflection of the researcher’s frameworks or the contexts
of such inquiry rather than a statement about the significance of Islam in
hijras’ lives? In both of the analyses mentioned above, Lynton and Rajan
(1974) and Jaffrey (1996) were exploring hijra identity through the lens of
social marginality, representing them as “unworldly” and “invisible” out-
casts, respectively. In that context, perhaps hijras were invested in artic-
ulating their position to these researchers as individuals located outside
the bounds of social, gendered, and religious markers of society, thereby
refraining from invoking their religious identification.

By articulating this position, I do not mean to indicate a hierarchy of
authentic fieldwork practices or methodology but merely to highlight the
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contextual nature of such research. As this ethnography shows, on several
occasions in my conversations with them as well, hijras explicitly empha-
sized their lack of caste, class, gender, and religious affiliations. One way
to address this issue is to ask how the contexts of these elicitations were
different from each other. Could there have been differences in the con-
textual milieus and the representational agendas of fieldwork/fieldworkers
that elicited these differential identifications? In line with my broader ar-
gument that representations of hijras in the literature have often depended
on the particular agendas of their interlocutors—hijras themselves often
being silent bystanders in these portrayals29—this line of inquiry serves
to introduce a note of caution in attributing meanings to hijras’ religious
identification, meanings that might inadvertently negate the very agency,
or “voice,” that writers/ethnographers seek to provide.

However, having said that the meanings attributed to hijras’ Muslim
identification might not be the same for hijras as for their interlocutors
in the current context, the reality is that the hijras I spoke with did in fact
identify generically asMuslim, an issue that has significant implications for
a politics of identity, religion, and nationalism in the late twentieth-century
context of religious or communal violence in India.30 Hence, putting aside
the potential for nonstrategic agency, it is important to address the system
of positions within which we can place hijras’ Muslim identification and
understand the significance of this act.

In the current context of academic debate and everyday practice in the
Indian subcontinent, the question of the historical relationship between
Hindus and Muslims is an emotional one, often resulting in polarized con-
clusions deriving fromdifferential investments innationalism, religion, and
politics. The two most prominent stances on this issue can be characterized
as “nationalist” and “secularist,” with the “Muslim fundamentalist and the
Hindu revivalist on the sidelines, trying to interject their particular brand
of venom in the proceedings” as Sudhir Kakar notes (1995, 13). On the one
hand, religious (in this context, Hindu) nationalists stress the deep historical
antipathy between Hindus and Muslims, stretching back to the “invasion”
of Muslims in the eleventh and twelfth centuries CE. This antipathy, they
argue, derives from theological as well as so-called civilizational differences
stemming from Muslims’ inability to “adjust” to a non-Muslim nation.

On the other hand, secularists point to the recent history of the Hindu-
Muslim conflict. The antipathy between these communities, they argue,
is attributable in part to the colonial policies of divide-and-rule, in part
to the backlash of Hindu revivalism and Pan-Islamism this gave rise to,
and in part a result of the declining importance of the religiously syncretic
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(Hindu andMuslim) army, made up of soldiers for hire who commingled in
the armies of the independent principalities and kingdoms (Kakar 1995).31

In the secularist view, rather than being a strictly religious or theological
matter, the tension revolves around the sectarian or communal sentiments
fostered by the colonial state (Pandey 1989; Ludden 1996; van der Veer
1998).32 In this view, Hindus and Muslims coexisted peacefully prior to the
nineteenth century, evolving a harmonious and “syncretic” practice with
mutual borrowing in the realms not only of religion, but also of art, archi-
tecture, literature, and philosophy. In this context, secularists emphasize
the importance and popularity of Sufism, the mystical component of Islam,
whose practitioners are held up as the ultimate “examples of ‘composite
culture’ [and as] syncretic Muslims par excellence” (Kakar 1995, 17).

Clearly, as with any issue that excites political passion, the truth lies
somewhere in between, neither underestimating the historical rift between
Hindus and Muslims nor overestimating the symbolism of the Muslim as
the quintessential Other in India. While there is historical evidence of an-
tipathy and violence between Hindus and Muslims prior to the colonial
presence in the subcontinent, these differences were undoubtedly fueled
and exacerbated by the British colonizers who constructed religion as the
preeminent “moving force of all Indian politics,” thereby laying the foun-
dation for a communal narrative of Indian history (Pandey 1989, 132).
Religion—specifically, allegiance to Hinduism or Islam—emerged for the
colonizers as well as early nationalists as the basis for a politics of differ-
ence, a politics thatwasmappedonto bodies andnations to tell the definitive
story of Indian history.

According to Peter van der Veer, “from its very beginning in the nine-
teenth century, nationalism in India has fed upon religious identifica-
tions . . . [leading] at Independence . . . to the most important political event
of twentieth-century South Asian history—the formation of Pakistan as a
homeland for Indian Muslims” (1998, 2). It is this history that provides a
backdrop to the homogenization of a “national” Hinduism in India today—
the ideology of Hindutva—that is increasingly deployed by the ruling
Bharatiya Janata Party government and its right-wing parivar (family)
compatriots. Drawing on the work of V. D. Savarkar, a prominent 1920s
Hindunationalist, the ideology ofHindutva explicitly “equates religious and
national identity: an Indian is a Hindu,” an equation that necessarily locates
other Indian religious communities such asMuslims outside the nation (van
der Veer 1998, 1). It is this story, then, of the historical and political utiliza-
tion of such antagonism in the service of a “religious nationalism” within
and against which we must read the narrative of contemporary India.
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But what do hijras have to do with all of this? How is their Muslim posi-
tionality related to the ideology of religious nationalism in India? Perhaps,
as I indicated earlier, it is not, any attempt to see the connection being
spurious, a manifestation of a secularist’s contemporary understanding of
the significance of religious difference and its relation to nationalism. On
the other hand, especially given this Hindu nationalist context, maybe it
is imbued with even greater significance as a subaltern statement about
religion, identity, and citizenship. Perhaps, as Lawrence Cohen suggests
(pers. comm.), in this particular context, Muslim identification can be seen
as potentially translocal, or transnational even, in a way that various Hindu
identifications cannot. Could it be hijras’ very supralocality, their ability to
cross borders—of gender, religion, and nation—that allows for their Mus-
lim positionality? After all, the very sign of hijras’ apparent authenticity—
the mark of the absent phallus—serves simultaneously as a signifier of
super-Muslim identity in Munira’s statement to me,33 at the same time as
it symbolizes a supralocal transnationality—an “all-India pass” that per-
mits hijras to travel on public transportation, free of charge, anywhere in
the subcontinent, including Pakistan (see Cohen 1995a, 1995b). In the cur-
rent context of Hindu nationalism in India, perhaps it is hijras’ Muslim
translocality that positions them as “authentic” subaltern citizens of the
Indian nation—the ultimate metasignifiers of the potential for a genuinely
transnational and transcultural citizenship.

I conclude this chapter by drawing on a vignette from Mani Ratnam’s
popular Hindi/Tamil film, Bombay, which narrativizes the communal riots
of 1993 in the Indian city of Bombay, or Mumbai, as it is currently known.
Through the eyes of a couple—the husband Hindu, the wife, Muslim—
and their twin sons, this film portrays the insanity of a city torn apart by
(putative) religious difference. In one scene, as a communal riot breaks
out, the two boys get separated from their mother in the marketplace. In
the ensuing battle between the marauding crowds of Hindus and Muslims
(all men, one might add) out to avenge their “honor,” the young twins
are buffered from this violence by a hijra who harbors the boys till the
riot expends itself—seemingly the only representative who is, or can be,
situated outside of the madness and cacophony of such violent communal
difference. In one reading of this representation, perhaps hijras, whether
“real” or symbolic, are not only constituted by the axis of religion but also
embody the only transcendent position in aworld of categorical absolutes in
contemporary (Hindu) India—the very violence of their becoming locating
them indelibly as the ultimate border agents of humanity in contemporary
South Asia.
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(Per)Formative Selves
the production of gender

I had gone to visit my hijra friend Madhavi one day and was sitting outside
her shack, chatting with her. It was lunchtime. Out of the general bustle
and noise on the street, I heard someone—aman—callMadhavi’s name and
greet her familiarly. On seeing just the two of us, thismanwalked up and sat
down next toMadhavi. He was sitting opposite me and as we talked, I could
see him darting furtive glances toward me. Finally, after about ten minutes,
he turned to me and blurted out, “When did you become nirvan?1 Is that
how you do not have any hair on your face? I have never seen a hijra who
looks so much like a woman before!” in an incredulous tone. Madhavi of
course promptly burst out laughing and, winking at me, continued this fic-
tion for the next tenminutes. She informed this koti that I was a senior hijra
because I had put the rit (kinship marker) when I was very young, and was
highly respected because I had become a nirvan sultan (person who has
undergone nirvan) at that early age. He bought the story immediately, even
though we were both grinning broadly. Looking enviously at me, he said,
“Iwish I had done the same; then Iwould also look just like awoman—really
beautiful.”

In addition to authenticating hijra asexuality and their identity, the
nirvan operation is also believed to make a hijra more beautiful, more
feminine—“just like awoman.” In this chapter, I address this aspect of hijra/
koti identity, namely, their genderedperformanceboth in termsof the ideals
subscribed to and the practices deployed to enact these gendered ideals. I
address the emphasis on practice in hijras’ enactment of gender, includ-
ing the sartorial marker of their identity, the performance of “women’s
tasks,” and the various methods of beautification employed, such as the
use of hormones. However, in addition to the resignification of normative
gender aspirations and practices that hijra performances evoke, there is
another facet to their performativity that suggests a more subversive role.
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In particular, the flamboyant andmarkedly hijra practices of hand-clapping
and flashing of their genitalia, by focusing attention on their sexual am-
biguity as opposed to their femininity, makes it difficult to interpret their
identity as eithermerely reinscribing gender norms,or purely as subverting
gender in the Indian cultural context.

practice makes the perfect woman: markers and methods
of gender enactment

“When I was very young, I used to love going to my uncle’s shop. He was a
tailor. All the little bits of cloth that were lying around, I used to gather all
of them and tie them on my head like I had long braids. Then I would use
other bits to make a sort of midi [skirt] and go hide under the bed. My uncle
used to have a radio in his shop. He used to love old film songs. I used to sit
under the bed and listen to these songs, [flick] my long hair, and feel really
happy. The only person who knew [that I used to do this] was my sister, but
she didn’t tell anyone because I would have been thrashed bymy father and
brothers if anyone knew.”

Kajal, one of thehijra sexworkers livingunder thewater tank, related this
incident about her childhood to me, her eyes shining at the memory. I had
asked her how andwhen she first knew shewas a hijra. In response, she said
this to me, following which she narrated the incident above: “From when I
was very young, I used to like wearingmy sister’s clothes, combing her hair,
playing with girls—everything that a girl would do. That is how I knew I
was a hijra.” This theme—the realization of hijra identity byway of sartorial
desire and gendered (female) practice—was one that recurred over and over
again throughout my fieldwork. In addition to stating that they were “born
this way,” almost all hijras would add sartorial and performative elements
to their (re)constructions of identity. Shakuntala, another hijra sex worker,
said almost the same thing: “I knew I was a hijra because I always liked to
wear women’s clothes, do women’s work, and dance and sing.” Similarly,
Surekha provided a version of the same story: “From birth, I always liked
to put moggus [designs made on the ground with colored powder, primar-
ily by women], play with girls, dress like them, and help with the cooking
and cleaning.” In hijra conceptualizations, constructing a feminine appear-
ance and enacting gendered practices were some of the foremost determin-
ing criteria of gender and sexuality; to a certain extent, such performative
(gendered) attributes defined hijras’ sense of self.
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This gendered component is evident in their delight at passing aswomen,
an ability that was highly valued in the community and was explicitly
articulated by hijras as a positive attribute. For instance, when Munira
returned after amonth-long trip toDelhi, the first thing she toldmewas how
shewasmistaken for awoman on the journey to Delhi amonth ago. Shewas
sleeping in the “ladies compartment”2 along with her cela, Aliya. “I always
travel in the ladies compartment. If I cannot get a reservation in the ladies
compartment, then I don’t go,” Munira said with respect to this issue. There
were three otherwomen in the compartment, and a small child, the daughter
of one of these women. Because Aliya looked “exactly like a man,” everyone
knew she was a hijra, “but they were not sure about me,” Munira said. Soon,
it was night and everyone got ready to sleep. Munira had the lower berth.
Because they had closed the door to the compartment, Munira kept her
window half-open. In the middle of the night, when they had stopped at a
station, she felt a movement and woke up with a start. A man had put his
hands through the bars of the window and was going to snatch her gold
necklace fromaroundher throat. Shewas too scared to shout, but thewoman
in the berth across from her saw his hand and started screaming. The man
hastily withdrew his hand and ran away. Everyone in the compartment had
woken up in the meantime and began to inquire after Munira. “They called
me behenji [sister] and asked if I was all right. Then they started cursing
men and saying that nowadays it was impossible for women to get out of
their house and feel safe with these ruffian men everywhere. Obviously,
they thought I was a woman,” Munira concluded with pride.

Likewise, Surekha told me proudly of the time she was mistaken for a
woman in the market when she went to buy some jewelry. “They thought
I was a woman! They spoke to me really politely and gave me a seat to sit in.
I was scared to openmymouth because then theywould know. I came away
without buying anything because of that,” she said. In a similar incident,
Saroja asked me to accompany her to the market to get her eyes tested and
get a new pair of glasses. In the shop, the salesmen obviously thought we
were both women. As a result Saroja would not open her mouth to say
anything while we were in there, even when I asked her a direct question,
nodding and shaking her head to indicate her preference. “Once we speak,
then people know we are hijras because of our voices. That is why I did
not want to talk in the shop,” Saroja told me as we were on our way home.
Clearly, there is somepleasure and izzat associatedwithpassing as awoman.

While looking like a woman is not a necessary criterion of hijra authen-
ticity, it is valued and contributes significantly to their sense of self and
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identity. In fact, the physical appearance of a hijra and the degree to which
she looked (or did not look) like a woman was a common topic of conver-
sation within the group, often being the subject of their jokes when teasing
one another. For instance, Saroja had nicknamed Surekha kukka sandlu
(dog-breasts) on account of her flat chest, an epithet that was invoked glee-
fully by all the other hijras whenever they wanted to make fun of Surekha.
Despite popping “Sunday-Monday golis [pills]”—oral contraceptives that
contain estrogen and progesterone—by the dozen, much to her frustration,
Surekha’s breasts did not grow.

In contrast, Saroja was much respected for her ability to pass. She was
the only hijra among the sex workers under the tank who was a daiamma
cibri, that is, onewho had been operated on by a hijra daiamma ormidwife.
This practice—ofhaving adaiamma perform theoperation—although con-
sidered significantly more dangerous to one’s life than a “doctor cibri,” and
perhaps because of it,wasmore respected than the latter. Itwas also believed
to produce a more feminine and therefore coveted appearance. Daiamma
cibris have significantly less facial and body hair growth, and their skin is
believed to become softer after their operation—“just like a woman’s.” As
Surekha restated, “their bodies becomemore rounded, more like a woman’s
body.” This construction of femininity—rounded, voluptuous bodies, ab-
sence of body hair, smooth, soft skin, and, they would add, long, thick hair
that could be braided without any need to attach false hair—is also hijras’
ideal of beauty and the goal toward which they all strived.

Erasing “Masculinity”
Apart from undergoing the nirvan operation and ingesting dozens of
Sunday-Monday golis among other hormonal substances (see Kulick 1998),
hijras also engage in several less harmful practices to erase vestiges of
masculinity and enhance their femininity.3 One of the most common of
these is the use of tweezers (cimte) to pluck out their facial hair. All hijras
are required to tweeze their facial hair. The leaders impose a fine on those
who disregard this rule. The reason for this painful practice is that facial
hair does not grow back as quickly and coarsely as it would if shaved. Hijras
willingly undergo the torturous practice largely because they want to look
asmuch likewomen as possible. “If someone uses a razor, thenwe canmake
out immediately. The face gets all black and the hair grows thicker andmore
quickly. It looks like a man’s face; it does not look good at all,” Munira in-
formedmewhen I asked initially. As a resultwhenever Iwent to visit the hij-
ras, I would invariably find at least one of them sitting and plucking out her
beard, holding a mirror to her face so she could get at every hair. If possible,
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hijraswouldget another todo it for them, lying inher lapwhile their hairwas
systematically plucked out with a special pair of tweezers. These tweezers
have a large, flat blade, wider than I’ve ever seen in regular shops in India. I
was told that this was a special cimtemade by hijras for the use of other hij-
ras. It was not available in any store and therefore was a prized possession.

There were frequent fights over cimtes, with accusations of stealing
and unsolicited use being common causes for violent arguments and even
physical fights. Not everyone appeared to own a cimte, especially not the
younger hijras. They were therefore highly valued and could be used to
garner favors and to barter for goods and services. Although it was rare
for a guru to deny permission to use one of her cimtes, the owner of a
cimte would sometimes demand a service for the use of it. Often, Munira
or one of the older hijras would tell a younger one that she would lend
her her cimte if she ran an errand for her—usually something easy like
getting her a cold drink from the stall a couple of hundred meters away. In
addition, the possession of a cimte was also used to garner affection and
support from other hijras. For instance, Madhavi gave her cimte to Munira,
her nani (grandmother), to demonstrate her affection for her and possibly
to curry Munira’s favor. The tweezers were also used for profit. Sati had
bought her cimte in another city, while on a jatra (pilgrimage) with other
siva-sati kotis a few years ago.4 She said she bought two, but used only one.
When the blade of this cimte became somewhat blunt, she sold it to one of
her fellow hijras for substantially more than she paid for it.

While most kotis know about this hijra possession, and some of them
had bought cimtes from hijras, its use was not as wide and strictly enforced
in other koti communities. However, given its potential for creating a more
“feminine” appearance, many kotis would come to the tank to use hijras’
cimtes. In fact, this was how I met the first kada-catla koti to whom I was
introduced. He told me he had come to visit his “mother,” as he referred
to a senior hijra—a kinship link born “out of affection” rather than any
formal, recognized ceremony—and to use her cimte. He was a “kada-catla
koti, a paonbattawala ,” that is, an ostensibly “heterosexual,” married, non-
sari-wearing man in koti terminology, as one of the hijras told another
disparagingly, in response to the latter’s question.5 He stayed only a few
hours chatting with his mother while she “removed his darsan,” or beard,
before leaving.

The term darsan was used by all kotis to refer both to the beard and to
the act of plucking out one’s beard (see Bradford 1983). If someone asked
where another hijra was, the answer was often “She is doing [her] darsan.”
Interestingly, this term is one of the most ubiquitous in Hindu religious
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Hijras tweezing their beards

worship, and refers in that context to the ritual viewing of the god/goddess
and the receiving of his/her blessing in return (Eck 1981). Lawrence Babb
(1981) has noted that for Hindus, vision is the cosmologically crucial sense,
and being seen is “not just . . . a passive product of sensory data originating
in the outer world,” but a constant flow of energy emanating from “the
inner person, outward through eyes to engage directly with objects seen,
and to bring something of these objects back to the seer” (396). In this
substantive sense, as Bernard Cohn notes, the concept of darsan operates
both at the sacred and profane levels: “Indians wish to see and be seen, to
be in the sight of, to have the glance of, not only their deities, but persons of
power . . . [such as] . . . a movie star or the Prime Minister” (1989, 346). In the
context of this chapter, perhaps the hijras’ act of darsan—a performative
act of desirous sight/agency—indexes the importance of praxis as well as
the significance of the desire to see and be seen in the everyday world as
nonmasculine (see also Cohen 1995b).

When I asked hijras about this meaning of the term in connection with
their usage, however, they just laughed and did not elaborate on its etymol-
ogy. For the most part, hijras under the tank did not know the etymological
significance of many of their terms and seemed to use them without any
explicit subversive intent. As many of them stated, they used the cimte so
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that “they would look more like a woman.” While this act could be read at a
broader level as a potentially subversive one, this did not appear to be the
manifest intent of hijras/kotis. For them the cimtewas ameans to approach
their beauty ideal, and thus it was an important and highly coveted object
in their eyes.

Hijras also sometimes underwent an “operation” to remove facial hair.
On one occasion when I was visiting Irfan nayak, another hijra from Delhi,
Nagma, was lying down in an inner room, her face completely swathed in
bandages. She could hardly speak, and Irfan told me in very disapproving
terms that she had just spent “thousands and thousands of rupees” on an
operation to permanently remove her facial hair. Apparently, another hijra
inDelhi had had this same operation and “it was a success.” Despite the pain,
discomfort and expense, therefore, Nagma thought it well worth the effort
because then she “could look just like a woman [and] not have to use the
cimte every day.”

Hijras also used facial bleach for a more feminine appearance. Senior
hijras frowned on the practice, but some of the younger hijras I knew
(especially the sexworkers under the tank) used thismethod to “make [their]
faces whiter, more like a woman’s, [and] the hair less visible.”6 This was an
“unconventional,” recently adopted method, one which Surekha had “dis-
covered” when leafing through a magazine. It was advertised for women
who wanted to conceal their facial hair, and once tried, was enthusiastic-
ally adopted by some of the other hijras at the tank. It was not a common
hijra practice, and I was told, if somewhat sheepishly, not to let the se-
nior nayaks know that they were adopting such practices, even though the
nayaks themselves were aware of and clearly disapproved of this activity.
Obviously, hijras were inclined to use whatever methods worked in terms
of their beautification. For instance, having explained the process of elec-
trolysis to these hijras—a process I presumed hijras had not heard about,
given their polite and curious expressions—I called an electrolysis center
in Hyderabad on their behalf to ask if hijras could use this method. Before I
could ask a question about hijras’ eligibility, I was told brusquely that it was
“only for women, not men.” As the receptionist then explained, some hijras
had apparently called and asked about this process, necessitating their prefa-
tory remarks.

Augmenting “Femininity”
In contrast to methods of erasure such as the use of the tweezers and the
bleaching of their faces, hijras also adopt more additive methods of beau-
tification, namely, the use of makeup, jewelry, and the growing of their
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hair, to approximate a “female” appearance. At least once aweek, Iwas asked
by hijras if I knew of any “foreign” medicine that “made people white [fair],
like those people in Amrika.” One of the essential items for hijras was a tube
of Fair and Lovely cream, a moisturizing cream sold widely in Indian mar-
kets that they applied liberally on their faces in an attempt to make them-
selves look “fair and lovely.” This desire for whiteness, while itmay not have
the same racial undertones that it might have in the United States, is nev-
ertheless widespread in India, especially in South India, where people are
often darker than in the north.7 Almost the first comment about a newborn
is about the child’s coloring. “Oh! Look how dark she is. That is too bad,”
or “She has nice eyes, even though she is so dark,” might be common state-
ments at the birth of a child, particularly a daughter. In this sociocultural
context, whiteness or being fair is beautiful, especially for women. Hijras
appear to subscribe to this belief too. Not only do many of them use Fair
and Lovely cream, but they also apply “phanking” (pancake, or foundation
makeup) fairly liberally on their faces to achieve this effect. Every evening,
when hijra sex workers under the tank were getting ready for work, they
invariably fought over accusations of excessive use of one another’s “cream”
or “phanking.” Dressing up invariably involved whitening one’s face to look
beautiful. Since I was fairer thanmost hijras under the tank and supposedly
had access to all the “special creams and medicines [that were] ‘foreign,’” I
was constantly asked to get themmiracle cures so all of them could become
“whiter” (fairer) and thereby “more beautiful.”

In addition to skin color, another gendered aspect of hijras’ beauty ideal
was the use of jewelry, which accentuated their femininity as well as their
hijra identity. In all the time I was in Hyderabad, the only hijras I saw with-
out any jewelry were those who were munda , or widowed (see chapter 7),
a stigmatized and temporary condition that hijras attempted to alleviate as
soon as possible. Other than amunda hijra, all others, however poor, wore
at least some jewelry, if only plastic earrings or a fake pearl necklace. Richer
hijras, including some of the older hijra sex workers, possessed and often
wore solid gold jewelry. Gold was most often the first substantial purchase
that hijras made, and most of the hijras I knew in Hyderabad had at least
one or two items of gold jewelry.

Another marker of beauty was the length of a hijra’s hair. All hijras were
required to grow their hair once they joined the community. This rule was
obligatory; any infraction brought a fine (dand). Although not all hijras
followed the rule, especially the younger hijra sex workers who wanted to
experiment with different hairstyles, they tried to conceal from the senior
nayaks the fact that they had cut their hair, primarily by using false hair
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attachments (saurams). Almost all hijras I knew had saurams that they
braided into their hair. These saurams were not cheap, each one costing
from two to five hundred rupees, yet almost all the hijras had their own
sauram, and some of the older ones had two or three each.

The first time I approached hijras under the tank, they thought I was
a young boy, despite my wearing a salwar-kurta a dress worn by young
women, primarily because of the length of my hair, as Munira told me later.
At first we thought, “She has the body and face of a woman, she is wearing
female clothing, but she has such short hair. Maybe she is a young boy of
thirteen or fourteen. . . . Your hair was so short that we thought, ‘It cannot
be a woman.’” Hijras repeatedly urgedme to growmy hair long. Apart from
one’s dress, lack of facial hair, and vocal timbre, the length of one’s hair was
used to gauge and mark gender. Hijras could not understand why Iwanted
to keep my hair short. “You would look so nice if you grew your hair,”
Lekha told me. “Nicely you could braid it. You wouldn’t need a sauram or
anything. It is so funny. You are a woman, and you have short hair and
don’t want to grow your hair long, and we are men and we want nice long
hair,” she added, with a grin. Obviously the irony was not lost on her.

Given its gendered associations, this marker was greatly coveted by hij-
ras. They would take pains to oil their hair, wash it “with Clinic shampoo
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only, not Shikakai,” so that their hair would be thick and shiny, “just like
the woman on TV who uses this shampoo,” they said, referring to the
advertisement for this product. They would constantly compare the length
and thickness of their hair and poke fun at those who had less luxuriant
hair. Shanti in particular, being bald, was the butt of these jokes because she
was most insecure about this issue. Her baldness was attributed to her age
and especially to the age at which she had undergone the nirvan operation.8

Although Shanti claimed otherwise, she looked to be almost forty years old
and had become a nirvan sultan only three years ago. Especially because
it irritated her so much, the other hijras called her bodi (bald). When I
first asked her name, she said “Shanti,” but all those around her grinned
and said, “You can also call her Kabir-bodi [bald Kabir].” Both Shanti and
another hijra who was balding wore wigs every evening when they dressed
up to solicit clients.

Having long hair was not only desirable, it was also required. A hijra
had to grow her hair long or incur a stiff fine. Hijra sex workers told me
that every time they went to see their dadi (paternal grandmother), the
nayak, they would make sure they attached their saurams to conceal the
fact that they might have cut or trimmed their hair. Saroja told me that on
one occasion when she visited her dadi, she had just cut her hair because of
lice infestation. She could not tie a sauram properly because her hair was
too short, and the nayak discovered her infraction. She was immediately
made to pay five hundred rupees for breaking this rule.

Further, the length of one’s hair is used as a marker of izzat or status
within the community. As some of the badhai hijras insinuated, hijra sex
workers are “marked” by their propensity to cut their hair, and consequently
have lower izzat than them. When I first visited Lata, a badhai hijra, she
said, “We don’t cut our hair like those people there [under the tank], and that
is whywe have izzat,” distancing herself from hijra sex workers. Quite apart
from the desire to pass as awoman, or perhaps because of it, a koti’s hairstyle
and length is of primary significance in marking both identity and status
(Obeyesekere 1981; Zwilling and Sweet 1996; Hiltebeitel and Miller 1998).

tailored identities: sartorial markers and gender hierarchies

Perhaps the single most important marker of hijra identity and femininity/
beauty, however, is their clothing. As Umberto Eco said more than twenty-
five years ago, “[I] speak through my clothes” (1975, 57). Although he was
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alluding more generally to the semiotic potential of all objects, Eco’s state-
ment could be referring directly to hijras’ emphatic use of clothing style.
Hijras are identified by society, and often identify themselves as hijras,
through and by their adoption of women’s clothing. Such clothing is the
single most visible marker of their identity and sets them apart both from
heterosexual men and pantis as well as most other kotis.

Hijras are identifiable on the streets by their explicitly gender-ambiguous
appearance. Most hijras have a fairly masculine musculature and physique,
have deep, baritone voices, and despite their attempts to temper its growth,
have at least the basic rudiments of facial hair; for the most part, they
are physically distinguishable from women. Further, many hijras adopt an
exaggerated feminine hip-swaying walk, grow their hair long, and most
important, all of them wear saris. This latter attribute is what distinguishes
hijras most visibly in public arenas.

Not only does their sartorial style differ from mainstream male attire,
it also sets them apart from other kotis in Hyderabad. In fact, the catla
(sari) serves as an important axis of koti identity and hierarchy. The only
other kotis who also wear saris are jogins, and for this reason, jogins are
also believed to “have izzat” according to hijras. Kada-catla kotis, who do
not wear saris, are spoken of extremely disparagingly by hijras, who ex-
plicitly indicate that sartorial preference/performance accounts for such
differences in izzat. “Among regular people, they [kada-catla kotis] might
have more izzat because they dress like men and act like them. But among
kotis, we have more izzat. We don’t try to hide anything. We wear saris
openly and throughout the day, unlike these ‘king by day, queen by night’
people,” Munira told me in no uncertain terms. Female attire (saris in this
context) serves as a marker of (public) recognition, and for hijras it is the
quintessential symbol of izzat. Those who are “out” on this scale of sartorial
identity (like hijras) might be more stigmatized by the wider community,
but they have greater respect within their community precisely because of
their sartorial practices.

Moreover, this symbol of difference apparently distinguishes hijras, in
their conceptualizations, from zenanas and kada-catla kotis. My questions
regarding the differences between themselves and these kotis were invari-
ably answered by pointing to the fact that “those people are kada-catla
people. They don’t wear saris like us. And they have less izzat.” In hijra
terms this was the single most important marker of difference among kotis,
in addition to the nirvan operation and rit. Clearly, “clothingmatters” (Tarlo
1996; cf. Barthes 1972; Bean 1989; Cohn 1989; Hebdige 1991).
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Although signification need not be intentional, as semioticians have
noted, there is an identifiable difference between “intentional” and “inno-
cent” signification, to echo Roland Barthes (1972). While the latter is “ex-
pressive of normality as opposed to deviance, i.e., [ensembles which] are
distinguished by their relative invisibility, their appropriateness, their
‘naturalness,’ . . . intentional communication is of a different order. . . . It is
a visible construction, a loaded choice. It directs attention to itself; it gives
itself to be read” (Hebdige 1991, 101). As such, the “visual ensembles of spec-
tacular subcultures,” by being “obviously fabricated,” go against the grain of
amainstream culturewhose principle defining feature according to Barthes,
is “a tendency to masquerade as nature, . . . to translate the reality of the
world into an image of theworldwhich in turn presents itself as if composed
according to the evident laws of the natural order” (1972, 54). Hijras’ inten-
tional choice of an “unnatural” sartorial style, in this context, appears to sig-
nify difference from the “innocent” mode of mainstream society.9 And yet,
hijras strive to elide precisely this difference between intentional and
innocent signification. Their obviously intentional choice of dress is accom-
panied by explicit efforts to craft other aspects of their “inappropriate”
significations in line with this (intentional) mode. Significant among these
efforts is the use of hormones to sculpt a more “natural” female body.

hormone use and the sculpting of “female” bodies

“See, Gayatri, I am more like a woman than any of these other hijras here.
Only I can produce milk frommy breasts. None of these people can. See, I’ll
show you. Do you know what this means? Of all the hijras here, I am most
like a woman,” Lekha told me proudly, while demonstrating her femininity
for my benefit. One of the most commonly expressed desires on the part
of hijras I met in Hyderabad was their desire for a chati (bosom). Over and
over again, I heard hijras wish for this symbol of femininity and attempt
to translate this desire into practice. Despite repeated sermons on my part
about the deleterious effects of drugs on their bodies, almost all hijras I
knew injected or ingested female hormones in order to develop a chati
(cf. Kulick 1998).

The most common of these hormonal products are oral contraceptives
for women, commonly referred to as “Sunday-Monday golis,” which are
sold across the counter in all pharmacies. The one most commonly used
is sold under the brand name Lyndiol, which contains primarily estrogen/
progesterone compounds. While the normal dosage for ovulating women
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is one pill a day, hijras would take as many as nine to twelve pills a day,
believing in their cumulative effects to produce the “biggest breasts in the
shortest time.” Hijras would frequently compare their breasts, commenting
on their shape, size, and lactating potential. Even though many of them
knew that these “golis were not good for the body,” they continued to take
them in alarming dosages. “We want a chati, Gayatri. If you want us to stop
taking these pills, then tell us what to do to get a chati,” Sati responded
angrily one day, when I told her, somewhat moralistically, that such exces-
sive use of these goliswasnot good for her. Similarly, Surekha said, “Sowhat
if it is bad for you? Anyway we all die. But this way we will have a chati
and look just like women. Look at Lekha and those other hijras anyway.
They take at least fifteen golis a day, and nothing has happened to them.
No illness, no nothing. They sleep well, eat like buffaloes, and have a nice
chati and everything! She even gets milk from her chati, do you know?”
she added enviously.

Perhapsmore deleterious to their health than this unrestricted use of oral
contraceptives is hijras’ recent habit of injecting themselves with estrogen
and progesterone concentrates, bought illegally from the local pharmacies.
Not only were they completely unaware of exactly how these products
affected their hormone levels andmore generally their bodies, none of them
would go to a doctor or nurse either to get a prescription or in order to be
injected. Shanti claimed to know how to give an injection, having “watched
a doctor many times,” and it was to her that hijras under the tank went for
their weekly injections. Shanti not only had no training, but she used the
same needle for multiple injections, facilitating the transmission of HIV
(among other infections). Although hijras had heard that these golis and
sudis (injections) were bad for them, they also knew that these substances
produced results. Given their strong desire for a chati, they felt this risk
was worth taking. The yearning to possess womanly attributes—breasts
being one of the most visible and significant of these—was an extremely
important motive for such practices.

The other corporeal symbol of femininity for hijras was the vagina, or
sipo as they called it in their (Farsi) vocabulary (Hall 1995, 1997).10 As some
of the hijras toldme, they had repeated operations to construct a vagina after
their nirvan operation. Significantly, only the kandra hijras and only those
among themwho had had the nirvan operation expressed the desire for and
subjected themselves to this operation. This procedure does not approxi-
mate a transsexual operation, but it does result in the semblance of a vagina,
if only just “for show.”Munira toldmeveryproudly that her husband, Zahid,
thought shehad a “real” vagina immediately after her operation.Apparently,
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hijras ask the doctor who performs the (illegal) nirvan operation to stitch
up the flap of skin immediately below the urethra to give the appearance
of a “woman’s body.” Vasundara told me she had had as many as three
operations because the skin had not been stitched up properly. Although
the practice is not essential for constructing hijra authenticity, this corpo-
real symbol does assume some significance in hijras’ mimetic production
of female gender.

In addition to harboring the desire for breasts, a vagina, and the fantasy
of nursing a child, cibri (operated) hijras also informed me that they had
periodic discharges every month, “just like a woman’s menstrual period.”
While it is not blood that is discharged, it is not seminal fluid either, they
stated, a claim with substantial medical and symbolic significance. “It is a
whitedischarge, butnot thick like semen [nirji inkoti vocabularyor intiriam
in Telugu]. It is watery, and once every few weeks we have to have it,
otherwise we get headaches and back pain,” Madhavi informedme. Munira
echoed this statement, stating that it was only operated hijras who had this
periodic discharge “just like it is for awoman.” I was told repeatedly that this
fluid was not semen, like “what the akkva [non-operated] hijras discharge.”

the mimesis of femininity and parodic gender subversion

Despite all these accoutrements of femininity, hijras and other kotis did not
unequivocally think of themselves as women.Whenever I asked a question
regarding their gender affiliation, hijras would laugh and say, “We are nei-
ther men nor women; we are hijras” (Nanda 1990). As Amir nayak stated
categorically, “there are three jatis [castes] in this world—men, women,
and hijras.” Hijras are “born this way,” a result of the “different mixing of
‘creams’ in the mother’s womb,” as Madhavi believed. Although they are
“more like women than likemen [and] can talk and behavemore freely with
women,” hijras are not women. The most explicit proof of this is their in-
ability to produce children. Almost all the hijras I interacted with appeared
to love children, and many harbored a fantasy of giving birth and nursing a
child. They often insisted onmy photographing themwhile they “nursed” a
child in their laps, but as they themselves indicated, “hijras cannot give birth
to a child themselves.” As evidence of this, I was told the story of Tarabai:11

There was once a hijra named Tarabai who desperately wanted children of her own.

So she went to Ajmer Baba and asked for this wish to be granted.12 Only, she said,

“I want a child to be produced in my womb,” and did not explicitly ask for it to be
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born. So her pregnancy continued for several months and finally, unable to bear

the pain and burden any longer, Tarabai slit her stomach and removed the baby,

killing herself and the baby. But to this day, hijras who go to Ajmer Baba’s dargah

[tomb] inevitably pay homage to Tarabai as well.

This story was recounted by hijras as “proof” that they “cannot have chil-
dren,” and by virtue of this fact “are not women” (Nanda 1990). At least a
few of the hijras see themselves as neither men nor women but as hijras.
As Munira said to me in unequivocal terms, “I was born a hijra, I am a hijra,
and I will always be a hijra.”

In one of the most widely read treatises on the production of gender in
recent years, Judith Butler outlines a genealogical critique, arguing for the
understanding of (all) gender as “performance” and, relatedly, for parody
as the most effective strategy for subverting the fixed “binary frame” of
gender. For Butler, as for Erving Goffman, “Our identities, gendered and
otherwise, do not express some authentic inner ‘core’ self but are the dra-
matic effect (rather than the cause) of our performances” (Bordo 1992, 168;
see also Butler 1990; Goffman 1973). In such a framework, all identities are
performative, and conscious parody of such performance is what subverts
both the category and lived reality of gender. But who or what decides the
parodic nature of a performance? In some of Butler’s early work, discourse
is viewed as foundational; the body, in many ways, is seen as thoroughly
“text.”13 Hence, in a Butlerian reading, determinations of the parodic or sub-
versive nature of a particular act or performance can presumably be “read”
from the “textual surface” of the body, without a necessary contextualiza-
tion of such meanings through history, lived experience, materiality, and
cultural or institutional context.

In the case of hijras, for instance, does their gendered performance con-
stitute parodic subversion, or does it merely constitute a resignification of
normative gender ideals andpractices?Hijras clearly express an overwhelm-
ing desire for the accoutrements of femininity. Does this imply that hijras
are merely reinscribing given, normative patterns of gender ascription and
aspiration? Equally clearly in many contexts, hijras appear to perceive their
identities as outside the binary frame of gendered reference. Given hijras’
realization of the constructed nature of their (gendered) identities, does this
in itself constitute their performance as parody and therefore as potentially
subversive?What constitutes resistance in such a scenario? In other words,
are hijras primary agents of gender subversion in the Indian cultural con-
text, or are they uncritically reinscribing gendered categories through their
desires and practices?
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While hijras’ sartorial preferences, cosmetic practices, and excessive hor-
mone use seem to favor the latter interpretation, that is, an uncritical rein-
scription of normative gender ideals, other hijra performances problematize
such an easy characterization. Not only do hijras explicitly locate themselves
outside the binary frameof reference, they also deploy specific practices that
appear to focus attention explicitly on their gender liminality rather than ac-
centuate their femininity. Two such practices are their distinctive hand-clap
and the lifting of their saris to expose their genitalia (or lack thereof). These
practices serve as performative correctives to an easy understanding of their
identity as merely embodying a resignification of existing gender patterns.
Instead, these dramatic hijra performances necessitate critical reflection on
hijras’ role in this debate and indicate that they are neither only subversive
agents of resistance nor simply particularly flamboyant feminine surro-
gates. Hijras appear to embody both these images/ideals, and their gender
performances instantiate their “inherently ambiguous” and axial position
in the Indian imaginary (see Trawick 1990, 242).

“troubling” performances: hijra hand-clapping

Scene 1:When Iwas in themarketplace one day, I saw a group of four hijraswhohad

come to ask for money from the shop owners. On being refused payment by a shop

owner, all fourhijras began to clap loudly, hurling abusive epithets at the shopkeeper.

Scene 2: “Arre, what kind of hijra are you?” Munira asked Gopalamma half-jokingly,

clapping her hands together vigorously when the latter informed her that she was

going to cut her hair (a transgression of hijra rules) because of lice infestation.

Scene 3:Aknife-sharpener had come to the tank at the beckoning of one of the hijras.

On being flirted with and teased mercilessly by them, the distinctly uncomfortable

man started to slap his thighs like a wrestler and say repeatedly, “I am a man, I am

a man.” Sati, a hijra who was one of the chief provocateurs, started clapping her

hands in response and saying defiantly, “We are hijras, we are hijras. What do you

think, re? ”

Scene 4: A group of zenana kotis was sitting in a circle on the central lawn of the

Public Garden. One of the newcomers to their fold turned to his neighbor and asked

him if he had a rit (kinship marker). The latter, apparently offended, promptly

started clapping his hands and said in reply, “What do you think? We have izzat.

We are rit-riwaz people [people with a kinship custom/tradition].”

In all of the above scenes, the distinctive clapping of hands served as an
unambiguous marker of hijra/zenana identity. All four individuals used it
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self-consciously both to signal their allegiance to these identities and to be
marked as such by the audience(s) in question. More than any other gesture
ormovement, this loud clapping of hands is indelibly associatedwith hijras.
Any parodic imitation of hijras would need to include only this gesture to
be recognizable as such.

In scene 4 above, the group of zenanas looked like any group of men
sitting on the lawns of the garden until Arif began to clap. Automatically,
all those in their immediate vicinity cast them as hijras. As I was walking
out of the garden onmyway home a short while later, a manwho identified
himself as a (plain clothes) policeman followedme to the gate and askedme
what I was doing with those hijre-log (hijra people). Even when hijras could
have passed as women, the minute they started clapping their hands they
were marked unambiguously as hijras. On one occasion, I had gone to the
market with Surekha because Iwanted her help in buying a sari. Apparently
the salesmen in the two shops we went to thought she was a woman too.
We bought the sari and had just stepped out of the shop when two junior
hijras from the Sheharwala house walked up to Surekha and extremely bel-
ligerently asked her to pass on a threat to Rajeshwari, another hijra in the
tank group. There had been a recent flare-up in antagonism between these
two groups (the Lashkarwala hijras under the tank and another, smaller
group of Sheharwala hijras engaging in sex work close by), with each being
accused of sending ruffians to beat the other. Surekha reacted immediately
and, clapping her hands loudly, said, “We are not scared of you. What are
you going to do?” The shop owner who was standing next to me was ex-
tremely surprised and said, “I didn’t realize that was a hijra! What are you
doing with people like that?” The clapping of hands, more than any other
embodied performance, publicly identifies a hijra.

Hijras know that better than anyone else and consciously use this act to
mark their identity and negotiate the sentiments at play. In scene 1 above,
the hijras wanted to attract attention to themselves as hijras. The clapping
served to mark them as hijras in this public space, an identity they then
levered to their advantage by signaling their difference and disruptive po-
tential, both social/symbolic and physical. They played on their potential for
shaming the shop owner to get what they wanted: once they start their per-
formance, the owner usually pays up quickly to get rid of them.14Hijras, per-
haps even more than others, recognize their marginality as nonprocreative,
disfigured people who are “neither men nor women.” But rather than acqui-
esce in this marginalization, they proclaim their status publicly, acknowl-
edging their stigma and playing on it. They draw attention to themselves
with their hand-clapping, recognizing its potential both to label them and
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to threaten the public. While marking them as hijras, the clapping gesture
also symbolizes their potential, precisely because of their acknowledged
marginality, to shame the public and make them lose their respect. Hence,
although it is often a double-edged sword, hijras use this clapping gesture
to mark their identity and to deploy this identity to their advantage.

Clapping, however, is not merely a public hijra practice; it is used even
within the hijra community to symbolize both identity and relative izzat. In
scene 2, for instance, Munira’s clapping was meant to signal to Gopalamma
not only the inappropriateness of her action according to hijra rules, but
also Munira’s self-proclaimed superiority on account of this transgression:
Munira, in contrast to Gopalamma, was a “real hijra” who did not commit
such infractions. The hand-clapping served to reinforce this sentiment, sig-
naling its specific use as a hijra marker of identity and authenticity. Simi-
larly,whenArif, the self-identified zenana, clapped in thegarden in response
to his fellow koti’s remark, he was doing so to indicate his greater izzat in
this relationship. Although it marks him as a hijra in the public eye, this
practice also signifies his allegiance to this community and his voluntary
subjection to its rules and regulations. Having a rit in a hijra house serves
to elevate the status of a koti (at least according to hijras and zenanas), and
by clapping like a hijra, Arif is acknowledging his acceptance of this fact
and his greater izzat on account of it.

Further, this practice is also utilized as an explicit means of distancing
in-group from out-group and signaling solidarity within the community. As
Kira Hall (1997) notes, hijras have a special clap—what they refer to as dedh
tali, or one-and-a-half clap—that signals the onset of a particular discursive
performance for the benefit of the public. As she states, “When in the pres-
ence of non-hijras, . . . hijras create scripted quarrels amongst themselves
to shock and embarrass their eavesdropping bystanders, [with] some hijra
communities having a special tali [clap] used expressly for signaling the
onset of this discursive strategy” (448). Clapping, in other words, explicitly
marks the liminality of hijra identity and is explicitly deployed to indicate
both solidarity and authenticity within this marked category.

(dis)embodied exposures, revealing practices

Yet another performance that focuses attention explicitly on hijra sex/
gender ambiguity is the practice long associated with the hijra community
of lifting their saris to expose their lack of genitalia (Bhimbai 1901; Russell,
Bahadur, and Lal 1916; Preston 1987; Ayres 1992). This action, more than
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the hand-clapping, is threatening to the public on account of its potential
for shaming them. Hijras’ lifting of their saris is embarrassing and even
shameful not only because many people find exposing oneself distasteful,
but because it is especially so when “there is nothing there”—a fact, how-
ever, that makes the act potentially empowering for hijras. The absence of
genitalia signals a paradoxical inversion of power in favor of hijras, both
by exposing the mutilation of the body and by implicitly incorporating a
potential curse, as if to say, “By exposing myself to you, I curse you with
such a fate.”

To a large extent, hijras are constructed as people without sarm (shame).
“[Hijras] are shameless. They have no honour. They are answerable to no
one,” Ved Vatuk contends (quoted in Hall 1997, 446). By rejecting the cen-
trality of procreation—“the question of progeny” (Balse 1976)—hijras are
perceived to be outside the social order. AsKiraHall notes, they are “a people
freed from the constraints of decency that regulate the rest of society” (1997,
445). Quoting a hijra in Benares, she adds, “Hijras are just hijras, andwomen
are just women. If there’s a woman, she’ll at least have a little sarm. But
hijras are just hijras. They have no sarm” (445). As Satish Sharma and other
anthropologists maintain, it is by virtue of their impotence/sexual dysfunc-
tionality and gender ambiguity that hijras are considered to be outside the
social mainstream and thus to have “no sarm” (Pimpley and Sharma 1985;
Vyas and Shingala 1987; Sharma 1989). Hijras serve as potential reposito-
ries of shamelessness, and by exposing that by which they are construed
as shameless, they serve as purveyors of this stigma to the public. Given
their perception as besarm (without shame) and knowing their potential
to invoke shame in others, people are afraid of provoking them. As Morris
Carstairs states, “[Hijras’] shamelessness [makes] people reluctant toprovoke
their obscene retaliation in public.” Serena Nanda (1990) echoes this state-
mentwhen she notes that “hijras know that their shamelessnessmakesmost
people reluctant to provoke them in a public confrontation” (51). Hijras in
turn use this knowledge to their advantage, threatening to lift their saris
if their demands are not met. Interestingly, hijras also explicitly see their
action as one of reclaiming respect or izzat.When I askedMunira themean-
ing of their practice, she said, “If people give us respect, then we are also
respectful. But if they do not show us respect, then we also abuse them
verbally and lift our saris. Then they bow their heads in shame and give us
respect. It is like that.”

In addition, the act of exposing themselves in itself conveys a potential
curse to those who are subjected to the sight. There is a strong belief that by
exposing their mutilated genitals, hijras can curse those present and render
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them impotent or infertile. In fact, as Serena Nanda (1990) notes, in highly
orthodox families hijras were not allowed access to new brides for fear of
their potential to contaminate the brides with their infertility (see Marriott
1976; O’Flaherty 1980; Daniel 1984; and Trawick 1990 for South Asian con-
ceptions of “substance” transfer). By employing this strategy, hijras embrace
this construction of them and use it to gain power.

This act is most often deployed during the explicitly public badhai per-
formances. Almost every such performance ends with hijras haggling with
the family of the bride or newborn child over the acceptable payment, and
they often threaten to expose themselves if moremoney is not forthcoming.
Even the threat of this action often produces results; to avoid the shame-
ful exposure, the family often gives in to the hijra demands. As one South
Indian neighbor of mine told me, “You just cannot get rid of [hijras] easily.
They came to my house when my son was born, and, until we gave them
what they wanted, they didn’t leave. They started shouting obscenities, and
they were even ready to lift their saris! So, to preserve our honor, we had
to give them what they wanted.”

One occasion when I witnessed this act was during the scene described
in the previous section with the kandra hijras under the tank and the knife-
sharpener. Not only did Sati start clapping her hands when the man did
not stop his assertions regarding his masculinity, Shakuntala got up and,
without warning, lifted her sari in front of him. Publicly shamed, the knife-
sharpener immediately packed his things and literally ran from the tank. In
recounting this incident to Munira later, Sati triumphantly told her, “When
thatbhadva [pimp] didnot shut up, Shakuntala put her sari [catla esindi ] on
him.”15 This phrase—catla esindi—is used expressly for this action in koti
terminology. As in this instance, it is used in a self-denigrating way but one
that is paradoxically empowering at the same time. While Shakuntala’s act
of lifting her sari clearly focused attention on her stigmatized hijra identity,
this actionwas simultaneously a statement thatmockedmale power and the
procreative imperative.Much like thenirvanoperation, this practice focuses
attention precisely on the ascetic, non-reproductive gender liminality of
hijras—a position that they embrace and use to their advantage.

Both these practices serve as unambiguous markers of muddied gender
(as well as critical symbols of abjection and asceticism). Unlike the various
accoutrements of femininity described earlier, these gender performances
explicitly counter a reading of hijras as merely reinscribers of normative
femininity. At the very least, by focusing attention on themselves as liminal
figures both in terms of embodiment and gender ascription, hijras appear
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as potentially subversive agents, serving self-consciously to cause “gender
trouble.”

And yet, such an uncritical reading, which disregards their heartfelt de-
sire to pass as women and does not view their embodied desires/practices
as signifiers of more than merely muddied gender difference, is inadequate
to any rigorous analysis of hijras’ lives and the investments that are at stake
for them. In many ways, these hijra practices and empowering stances
encapsulate the limitations of a binary analysis that neither takes into ac-
count the imbrication of gender with/within the multiplicity of differences
that constitute an individual’s life, nor adequately captures what Margaret
Trawick describes as the “intentional ambiguity of Indian life” (1990, 42).
Such ambiguity, Trawick argues, is at the heart of all acts, persons, and rela-
tionships in India, a crucial quality in any understanding between human
beings. As she elegantly puts it,

Intentional ambiguity, of the Indian variety, is more than just anomaly or unclas-

sifiable otherness, more than something outside the structure that has somehow to

be dealt with, more than just an ad-hoc way of getting from one category to another,

and more than the kind of once-a-year chaos that is needed to keep some orders

well-defined. Intentional ambiguity is not interstitial ambiguity, marginal, liminal

ambiguity characteristic of what is dismaying or strange to people, but ambiguity

at the heart of things, openly embraced where it is found, emphasized where it is

hard to perceive, and created where it could not otherwise exist. (42)

As figures that simultaneously enactmutually exclusive interpretive frames
and encode potentially discrepant presentations of self, hijras display such
ambiguity in all its subtle, complex forms. They do not, in any simple way,
merely subvert or reinscribe gender difference, but actively and intention-
ally court ambiguity in this regard. As “troubling” agents extraordinaire—
for academics perhaps more so than for their own sense of self—hijra
instantiations of ambiguity allow us to move beyond the aporia of the
structure/agency debate undergirding much sociological and feminist anal-
yses and to capture the fundamental, if elusive, quality of ambiguity—with
respect to gender as well as religion, kinship, and class—that constitutes
hijras’ sense of self and relationship to wider society. Hijras, more than any
gender theorists, are aware of this complexity and ambiguity. As Munira
once said to me, “We are neither men nor women, but at the same time we
are both. Hijras are adha-bic [half-in-the-middle] people, and that is why we
are both feared and respected at the same time.”



7

“Our People”
kinship, marriage, and the family

In 1995, when I began my research, Saroja had just one cela (disciple),
Madhavi, whom she appeared to be extremely fond of. Madhavi had been
with Saroja for at least four or five years and had been an ideal cela in many
respects. She looked after her guru (master) when she was ill, cooked and
cleaned for her, bore all the expenses for her guru’s frequent trips to her
village, and supported Saroja when the latter did not feel like working. Al-
though occasionally late in her daily payments to her guru, Madhavi never
rebelled against this responsibility and was always respectful and consider-
ate of her guru’swell being. Saroja, onherpart appeared to treat her celawith
some consideration, giving her gifts of saris and even gold jewelry on one
occasion. For all their power differentials, relations between the two seemed
to be perfect.

A little over a year later, however, this situation was dramatically re-
versed. In December of 1996, Madhavi left to have her nirvan (emascu-
lation) operation, despite Saroja’s objection to this procedure, which had
more to do with Saroja’s resistance to relinquishing full control over her
cela than with Madhavi’s apparent unsuitability for the operation. When
Madhavi got back about five days later, having successfully undergone the
operation, she found herself without a home or support from any of her
erstwhile “family”members. Madhavi had been physically thrown out from
under the tank andwas ostracized by her guru and all her extended hijra kin.
She was extremely weak from the operation, in terrible pain, had nowhere
to go, and none of her hijra kin would help her. Her guru had ordered all
the hijras at the tank to abstain from helping Madhavi in any way, on pain
of social ostracism. Nobody disobeyed this order. Madhavi was alone in her
pain and misery, a fitting example of what would happen if a cela defied
her guru, Saroja told me.
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Thrown out from under the tank, Madhavi set up house on the opposite
side of the road, on a little strip of vacant land overrunwith weeds and cacti.
Along with her panti—“[her] man” or “husband” as she otherwise referred
to him—she cleared a bit of space on this land and constructed a little tent
out of cardboard boxes, plastic wrappers, andwhatever scraps ofmetal they
could find. Husband andwife lived a somewhat self-sufficient, if precarious
and dangerous life here, subject to the vagaries of the weather, policemen
with eviction orders, and ruffians who wanted some quick and easymoney.
In addition to her husband, the only other person Madhavi interacted with
on a daily basis was her (adoptive) hijra mother. Following her eviction
from under the tank, Madhavi was adopted as the daughter of Kamala,
another hijra who lived nearby. Kamala was not “related” to the tank hijras
any more, although she used to live there in the past. She had changed her
(hijra) house and was now living with her panti, selling illicit liquor and
drugs for a living. Kamala helped Madhavi when she needed help most. To
a large extent, as Madhavi herself acknowledges, Kamala was instrumental
in keeping Madhavi alive and well during this trying period in her life.

About a month after her eviction from the tank, Madhavi told me glee-
fully that she had “[gone] and put the rit in the Sheharwala house.”1 Her
new guru was a hijra named Renuka who currently lived in Chandigarh,
a north Indian city. Madhavi’s position as Renuka’s cela located her three
rungs below the senior-most leader or nayak of the house. As Madhavi re-
counts her story, she had been a cela of this same nayak before changing
houses, from Sheharwala to Lashkarwala, about five years ago. Now, she
was happy to accept a position in this same house, two rungs below that
she had occupied just five years ago.

This vignette points to two important issues that I explore in this chapter.
First, it references the importance of kinship, that is, social arrangements
that organize the reproduction of material life, and the vital significance of
these bonds for hijra identity. For Madhavi, it was inconceivable to remain
without a kin network. She needed kin, whether it was her mother or her
guru, and not just for material but also for social and symbolic reasons. One
almost never hears of a hijra who lives and works alone. Despite incessant
complaining about their burdensome obligations and the abuse meted out
to them by their gurus, none of the hijras I interacted with said they would
choose to live alone. Hijra authenticity and relatedness are evaluated in
terms of belonging—having a rit, a guru, and extended hijra kin—factors
that signal not just hijra identity, but also their difference and greater izzat
(respect) relative to their fellow kotis.
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Second, this incident showcases the variety of relationships in a hijra’s
life—guru, mother, and husband. Contrary to popular constructions of hij-
ras as individuals without enduring kin ties,2 hijras themselves repeatedly
articulate the importance of these relationships in constructing their sense
of identity. Their articulations also reveal the hierarchical arrangement of
these relationships, wherein primary legitimacy is obtained through a rit
in a hijra house and the guru-cela bond. Madhavi could have continued
living an unencumbered life with her husband and mother. But such a life
was not an “authentic” hijra life. InMadhavi’s conceptualization, what legit-
imized and authenticated her hijra status—what in effect made her a “real
hijra”—were the rit in the Sheharwala house and her relationship with her
guru.

Time and time again over the course of my fieldwork, the rit was men-
tioned as a marker of difference and izzat. Those who had a rit in a hijra
house were perceived to be of higher status than those who did not. The
rit not only denoted membership in the wider community, but also hier-
archized kotis along this axis of kinship. Those kotis who “had a rit in the
house” were official kin, while “bina ritwale,” or those without a rit, were,
technically, not kin.3 While this did not preclude the latter from identifying
as kotis, as non-hijras, it placed them lower in the hierarchy of respect or
izzat.

Why this privileging of kinship as a criterion of authenticity and status
within the community? What is the meaning of kinship for these individ-
uals, and how does their construction compare with dominant patterns of
kinship in South India? How is kinship used as a status marker both within
the koti community and outside of it? In this chapter, I address these ques-
tions using the axis of kinship as a keymarker of self-crafting and themeans
whereby hijras and other kotis construct their identities and negotiate their
izzat.

hijra kinship and family redefined

Analyses of kinship in India have a long and distinguished history, dating
at least from the time of Henry Maine (1822–88) and Lewis Henry Morgan
(1818–81). Studies of the family and kinship in this region have ranged from
comparative terminological analyses (Morgan 1970) to structural analyses
of marital exchange in relation to governing “values” (Dumont 1983), the
discerning of “indigenous ideas of relatedness”—what Schneider called the
“code” and “substance” of kinship relations (Inden andNicholas 1977; Ostor,
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Fruzzetti, and Barnett 1982; Fruzzetti 1990), the logic of the caste system
(Karve 1965; Mayer 1960), the purity of women (Yalman 1963), and the
ideology of gift-giving in relation to kinship (Trautmann 1981; Vatuk 1975;
Raheja 1988). In all of these analyses of kinship, marriage is the central and
crucial variable. Problematic as Dumont’s assertions might be regarding
the ubiquity of the principle of alliance in South Indian as well as North
Indian kinship (see Vatuk 1969, 1982; Madan 1975; Uberoi 1989), most
scholars working on conceptions of the family and kinship in India have
focused onmarriage or alliance as the fulcrumof relatedness and the central
institution of kinship relations. This is especially true of South India, where
“every conceivable pattern of descent and form of marriage is represented”
(Dumont 1983).

In fact, as Margaret Trawick notes in her book Notes on Love in a Tamil
Family (1990), “[a]nyperson trying to understandSouth Indian culturemust
eventually examine and comprehend [their] elegant patterns of kinship or-
ganization” (118). Trawick’s ethnography is an elegant, “person-centered
account of kinship” in South India, a cataloguing of the patterns of kinship
that highlight the importance and fundamental ambiguity of love. Her book
is a beautifully written account of the feelings of attachment between close
kin in a Tamil family and the webs of signification they weave as theymedi-
ate between the texts and contexts of their lives, betweenan idealized system
of kinship and the nature of desire inwhich the ideal can never be sustained.

Like many other South Indian kinship theorists, however, Trawick has
as one of her goals in this book a better understanding of the logic and
aesthetics of that fundamental model or ideal of kinship in South India—
the practice of preferred or prescribed cross-cousin marriage. As she notes,
“A key . . . feature in the pattern of Dravidian kinship is marriage.” Without
this ideal, “the organization of kinship terms and the basis of the system
make no sense” (1990, 119). While Trawick, perhaps more than most other
South Asian kinship theorists, acknowledges the significance of variation—
“the plurality of wills and desires that make up actual human life”—her
ethnography does not really address the specific kinship arrangements of
groups such as hijras that do not explicitly acknowledge marital obligations
and procreative kinship ideologies, are not moderated by the logic of the
caste system and its concern with the “purity” of women (cf. Yalman 1963;
Dumont 1983), and are unmediated by the soteriological imperative of the
kanyadana (gift of a virgin) ideal (see Trautmann 1981; Fruzzetti 1990).
Given this context, perhaps the most productive comparisons for purposes
of better understanding hijra kinship structures arewith those social groups
that are similarly located with respect to the non-centrality of marriage and
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procreative kinship arrangements, that is, “subaltern” communities such
as devadasis, so-called servants of god or “wives of the god-king” (Marglin
1985) and tawa’ifs, or courtesans—groups that challenge the “respectabil-
ity” of marriage, explicitly or implicitly subvert gender roles, and encode an
intricate guru-sisya parampara (teacher-disciple tradition) and household
structure.

Devadasis, literally “servants of god,” are women who are ritually dedi-
cated, often before puberty, to service in Hindu temples. Prior to the early
twentieth century, when it was “outlawed,” this institution was far more
common, although it continues to survive today in many parts of India,
especially Orissa, Karnataka, Maharashtra, and Andhra Pradesh. Devadasis
do not marry (mortal) men. Their dedication to temple service constitutes
marriage to the deity Jagannatha, or the ascetic Jamadagni.4 As Frederique
Apfel Marglin notes, “[T]he devadasis’ kinship practices were considered
highlyunusual amongHinduwomen, essentially because theydonotmarry.
The devadasis on the other hand are also considered in some ways to repre-
sent themarried state par excellence. Beingmarried to [the deity] and hence
never becoming widows, they embody the auspiciousness of the married
state” (Marglin 1985, 46; emphasis in original). They are in effect perma-
nently auspicious,nityasumangali, or ever-auspicious “wife-of-god/woman-
with-no-(human)-husband” (Srinivasan 1984, 179; cf. Kersenboom-Story
1987; Meduri 1996; Allen 1997). At the same time, however, devadasis
are considered impure; an impurity that derives from their engagement
with dance and its association with sex work in nineteenth-century India.
Subsequent to their “marriage” to the deity, legal marriage was proscribed
for devadasis, but sex—with a selected patron, often either the king or
members of his household, or temple priests—was not similarly proscribed.
It is therefore this tension—between the auspiciousness and the impurity
of devadasis stemming from their engagement both with forms of dance
and nonmarital sex—that is particularly interesting in the context of a
comparison with hijras.

In precolonial times, devadasis were primarily ritual performers, for-
mally engaged in service to the temple. They were also temple dancers—
trained and associated with Indian classical dance in the context of Hindu
temple worship—an occupation that increasingly defined the understand-
ing and representation of suchwomen from the nineteenth century onward
(Vatsyayan1968;Gonda1975; Eschmann,Kulke, andTripati 1978; Bradford
1983; Srinivasan 1984, 1988; Marglin 1985; Meduri 1988, 1996). Women
chosen for service as devadasis were trained from childhood in the arts
of song and dance, and were renowned for their abilities.5 Such was their
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repute, legend has it that when Rama, the eponymous hero of the epic
Ramayana returned from exile with his wife Sita, his joyous brother ex-
plicitly instructed “all masters of musical instruments, and the ganika
[devadasi] in full numbers” to “go out to behold the moonlike countenance
of Rama” and welcome him home (Meyer 1971, 269).6

Historically, the vilification and subsequentdecline in status ofdevadasis
stems to a large extent from the association of dance with promiscuity—
from an explicit construction of devadasis as “temple prostitutes” (Srini-
vasan 1984; Kersenboom-Story 1987;Meduri 1996; Allen 1997).7 According
to the well-known historian A. L. Basham, the institution of female temple
dancers used to be a pan-Indian phenomenon, at least until the turn of the
century (Basham 1959). The origins of what is today referred to as classical
South Indian dance stem from just such a temple dance tradition (Erdman
1996). By the early twentieth century, however, this tradition had survived
in only a few South Indian temples (Bradford 1983; Srinivasan 1984, 1985,
1988; Marglin 1985). It was at this period in Indian history, in the wake
of the anti-nautch campaign and the restrictive prescriptions of (colonial)
Victorianmorality, that classical dance becamedomesticated, reformed, and
“secularized”—in effect made “respectable” for middle-class consumption
through its dissociation from (Hindu) temple complexes and, by extension,
from the purview of “temple prostitution” and the devadasi community
(Meduri 1996; Allen 1997; O’Shea 1998; cf. Reed 1998).8 As the anti-nautch
campaign declared, the association between devadasis’ dance traditions
and their engagement in “immoral” sex necessitated their denigration and
subsequent outlawing.9

In addition to the reduced emphasis on the institution of marriage and
the circulation of the dance/sex/stigma signifiers, the social structure of de-
vadasi communities aswell asmany of their ritual enactments also resonate
significantly with the rituals and social bonds establishedwithin contempo-
rary hijra communities. According toMarglin, whatever the caste affiliation
of devadasis prior to their joining the community, once they are initiated,
“they are classified simply as devadasis who are said to have no rank or
caste status” (Marglin 1985, 19), a classification beyond social boundaries
that has obvious parallels with the hijra community. In addition, as several
of these scholars maintain, the specific rituals involved in the pottukattu
(initiation) and the sadanku (incorporation) ceremonies that devadasis
undergo not only parallel Brahmin initiation and marriage ceremonies
(Srinivasan 1984, 1988; Marglin 1985; Kersenboom-Story 1987), but also
bear some resemblance to the various stages of hijra authentication, includ-
ing the rit and nirvan ceremonies.
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Further, the principal bond for devadasis is that with their mother
(whether “real” or adopted). This bond is the key to the devadasi initiate’s
lineage, her social standing, and her well-being in the community, often de-
termining her choice of dance guru as well as the basis of her relationship
with her guru (Srinivasan 1984; cf. Meduri 1996). Despite the law of equal
inheritance for sons and daughters in India (a rule that often favors sons
over daughters in its “normative” practice),within thedevadasi community,
it is daughters through whom descent and inheritance are reckoned, and
it is the mother-daughter relationship that forms the principal affective,
material, and social bond. In fact, as Srinivasan (1984) informs us, a “telling
Tamil proverb remarks upon seeing a dark and gloomy house or atmo-
sphere: Why the mourning? It is as dark as though a boy has been born in a
dasi’s house” (193).Marglin notes that even the unmarried devadasis “along
with their brothers and sisters-in-law, [form] a group which has no ties with
patrilineality” (1985, 35). Such marginalization of marriage, “male issue,”
and patrilineality/patriarchy, the implicit or often explicit gender subver-
sion apparent within the devadasi community, and the structural patterns
of ritual and social organization among devadasis, make them a more use-
ful comparison group for better understanding hijra social structures and
meanings than affinal groups organized around procreative sexuality.

Another useful comparison group in this regard is that of the courtesans,
or tawa’ifs, in the Muslim-dominated kingdoms of precolonial India such
as Hyderabad and Awadh. These women were also associated with various
forms of dance and sex work (Lynton and Rajan 1974; Oldenburg 1984,
1992). In one of the few detailed accounts of tawa’ifs that is both historical
commentary and contemporary ethnography, Veena Oldenburg provides
us with a glimpse of the world of tawa’ifs in Lucknow, noting that this
world is “as complex and hierarchical as the society of which it was a part”
(1984, 134; cf. Chandra 1973; Ruswa 1982).

From the end of the eighteenth century to the mid-nineteenth century,
when Lucknow served as the capital of the kingdomofAwadh, nawabswere
generous patrons of the tawa’ifs (or the honorific, baiji ) in this city. Well-
versed in the arts of dance, music, and entertainment, these tawa’ifs were
“preservers and performers of the high culture of the court” (Oldenburg
1992, 30) and were highly respected both in the court as well as in society at
large. As one scholar maintains, at the time, “it was said that until a person
had associated with courtesans he was not a polished man” (Sharar 1975,
192), and Oldenburg notes that “young sons of the nobility [were] often sent
to the best-known [tawa’if households] for instruction in etiquette, the art of
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conversation and polite manners, and the appreciation of Urdu literature”
(Oldenburg 1992, 30).

There were several tawa’if households, or kothas, in Lucknow until the
establishment of British suzerainty in the mid-nineteenth century. These
households served to entertain—andwere sponsored by—different nawabs
and even the kinghimself. Each of thesekothaswas runby a chief courtesan,
or caudharayan, often an older tawa’if now engaged in training younger
celas or disciples in the arts of dance, music, and gendered nakhre (play
or performance).10 These celas were often talented daughters (and nieces)
of the household—children of the tawa’ifs and their wealthy sponsors—as
well as destitute or abused women who sometimes “chose” the freedom
of the kotha over the confinement of their marital lives (Oldenburg 1984,
1992). In addition to this highly trained and prestigious core group of the
caudharayan’s celas, the kotha also employed people tomaintain this “high
culture,” including special chefs and musicians.11 It also provided space for
women less talented in the “high” aesthetics of pleasure, women called
thakahis and randis, who were of a different class and training than the
tawa’ifs and provided “chiefly sexual services” for the commonman (Olden-
burg 1992, 31). As Oldenburg emphasizes, these kothas not only provided
refuge for many women abused by their husbands and affinal families,
but the worldview, lifestyle, and practices of the tawa’ifs—primarily their
gendered nakhre (performance) and their non-confrontational enactments
of capatbazi, or lesbianism—were “self-consciously elaborated, subtle, and
covert forms of resistance against patriarchal culture” (Oldenburg 1992, 23).

Only in the mid-nineteenth century, with the consolidation of British
rule in India, did the reputation and prestige of the tawa’if tradition decline
significantly, gradually becoming synonymous with common prostitution.
This decline of their reputation and izzat was as much a response to
Victorian morality and the pragmatic need to provide “healthy specimens”
for European soldiers, as a result of a deliberate effort on the part of the
British to “denigrate nawabi culture,” according to the tawa’ifs interviewed
by Veena Oldenburg (Oldenburg 1992, 33; cf. Ballhatchet 1980). In other
words, for tawa’ifs, the golden age of their history preceded the British pres-
ence in India; their tradition, reputation, and izzat in society were tied to the
history and patronage of the nobility in Muslim-dominated kingdoms like
Awadh and Hyderabad, a kingdom to which many of them migrated after
the exile of the Awadhi king, Wajid Ali Shah in 1856 (Oldenburg 1992).

Much like devadasis and tawa’ifs, hijras also see their “golden age” in
the past, when they received the patronage of the nobility, both Muslim
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and Hindu, and were respected for their knowledge and performance of
the arts (especially song and dance). Like devadasis and tawa’ifs, hijras
predicate their identities on a subversion of “normative” marriage patterns
and gender roles, are associated with a tension between sexual chastity
and “promiscuity,” and encode an intricate network of kin within their
households. Their “houses” include gurus, mothers, and celas as the crucial
kin bonds through which they constitute a lineage and reckon kinship and
descent.12 In addition, like those of devadasis and tawa’ifs, almost all the
primary relationships of belonging and caring in hijras’ lives center within
the social and physical unit that constitutes their community.

Several scholars have noted this intricate network of kin within the hijra
community (Opler 1960; Shah 1961; Sinha 1967; Salunkhe 1976; Pimpley
and Sharma 1985; Sharma 1989; Nanda 1990, 1994; Cohen 1995b; Jaffrey
1996; Agrawal 1997). In none of these analyses do procreative kinship ide-
ologies centered on the institution of marriage occupy the primary node of
hijra relatedness. While the idea of marriage and marital relations might
circulate as an important symbolic referent for hijras—as the moment of
procreative potential that occasions their auspicious presence in the public
domain and as the instantiation of desire that is always in conflict with the
hijra ideal—the institution is clearly not the fulcrum of the hijra kinship
structure. Ideally, marriage—to a man or a woman—is proscribed among
hijras, and affinal kin are not significant in their kinship alignments. In fact,
senior hijras explicitly invoke the rhetoric of asexuality and emphasize the
renunciation of worldly ties, including especially marital ties and procre-
ative sexuality. According to hijras in Hyderabad, the status and power of
hijras is unequivocally linked to that of celibate sannyasis (ascetics). AsAmir
nayak said, “Real hijras are those who should have no mental or physical
desire for men whatsoever. This is what is important.” Thus, hijra identity
is primarily indexed by asexuality and the absence of marital relationships
with either men or women.

In addition, once they join the community, hijras are expected to cut
off all ties with their natal families. Although most hijras were abandoned
by their “own” or “blood” relatives (sontham or rakta sambandam) and
remained bitter about this, in some instances hijras themselves, following
the ideals of their community, renounced tieswith theirnatal families.Given
that the hallmarks of a sannyasi are celibacy and renunciation of family ties,
hijras invoked their renunciation of natal family as a valued symbol and
practice in this regard, in keeping with their sannyasi self-image.

These interdictions appeared to fundamentally structure hijras’ concep-
tions of family and kinship. As they repeatedly stated, “family” for hijras
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was defined primarily in terms of other hijras, especially one’s guru lin-
eage; relationships with other hijras (and kotis), rather than natal family or
“husbands” and their kin, constituted the most important relational bonds
for hijras.13 “These are our people now. It is only hijras who will look after
us if anything happens,” was the most commonly stated hijra sentiment.
Any questions onmy part regarding a hijra’s relationship with her husband
and the possibility of that tie being an enduring family bond was openly
laughed at and dismissed outright. “How can they be our family? Family is
manollu [our people], and they are the only ones who will take care of us
when we get older,” Shanti told me.

Central to this understandingof family is anotionof caring, indexedprin-
cipally through a temporal (and spatial) dimension of “being there” rather
than biogenetic connections (through “blood” and marriage). As with gay
kinship ideologies in theUnitedStates, hijra andkoti constructions of family
appear to invert the association of biology with permanence, by presenting
their “chosen” hijra/koti ties as the “most reliable and enduring of kinship
relations” (Weston 1998, 63; emphasis in original). But while partners are
an integral part of the enduring chosen family for lesbians and gay men
in the United States, for hijras and kotis, their pantis or husbands are cat-
egorically not family. By definition, a husband or panti is not a koti and is
therefore excluded from “family” categorization or the broader signifier of
“our people.”

Through such elaborations of belonging, not only do hijras and kotis po-
tentially destabilize our “principles” of kinship—principles of descent and
alliance, consanguinity and affinity that have been a staple of anthropo-
logical inquiry for decades (Radcliffe-Brown and Forde 1950; Lévi-Strauss
1969)—they also complicate our cultural understandings of “choice” in the
context of kin relations. While the incorporation of “choice” in the defi-
nitions of family for the gay men and women of Weston’s San Francisco
“assigned kinship to the realm of free will inclination” (1991, 31), hijra and
koti definitions of family do not appear to encode notions of idiosyncratic
choice and egalitarian potential in quite the sameway. In fact, aside from the
lack of choice that some kotis articulated in their constructions of self and
belonging, the central andonlyprescriptive bond inhijra conceptualizations
of their family—the guru-cela bond—was not purely idiosyncratic, being
more often assigned rather than chosen, and involved far more structured
obligatory responsibilities than the gay familial relationships described by
Kath Weston (1991, 1998).

Tobetter understandhijra patterns of relatedness,weneed tounderstand
what, specifically, it means to identify as a hijra or koti in Hyderabad.What
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are the particular historical and cultural contexts that mediate construc-
tions of identity and kinship within these communities? And how are these
understandings of belonging, authenticity, and relationality tied to broader
constructions of self and the patterns of kinship in India? Understanding
why pantis do not constitute “family,” and how relations of “koti-ness” oper-
ate through the particular networks of kin they incorporate is one aimof this
chapter. Much like the construction of gay relationships inWeston’s United
States, “categories of permanence and transience” do indeed structure kotis’
relationships, but such temporality is indelibly inflected, measured, and
refracted through particular, culturally mediated understandings of love,
obligation, and service—that is, caring in the broadest sense of the term
(see Borneman 1997; Faubion 1997). If, as Kath Weston and others note,
individuals make their relationships not as they please but rather within
givenhistorical and cultural circumstances, thenweneed to examine instan-
tiations as well as potential inversions of “hegemonic” kinship ideologies in
terms of such specificities in order to better understand the lived meanings
of kinship for these individuals. For hijras and kotis therefore, we need
to study the specific interplay of history, meaning, and practice in their
structures of kinship and belonging—the tensions and fluid relationship
between their ideals and experiences, or what Trawick would describe as
the “intentional ambiguity” of love in “Indian culture” (1990, 41)—in order
to understand what it actually means to identify as a koti and the stakes
implicit in this process of subjectivation (see Foucault 1997). It is their af-
fective bonds—of guru and cela, mother and daughter, husband and wife,
sister and gurubhai—in their historical, cultural, and gendered specificity
that wemust pay attention to in order to appreciate the webs of significance
hijras and kotis weave as they constantly mediate between their longings
and ideals of kinship and their actual lived experiences.

In this chapter, I describe the various hijra kinship bonds that most hij-
ras establish, such as the guru-cela relationship and the mother-daughter
relationship, as well as the supposedly prohibited relationships such as the
jodi (bond) with a husband, and the tie to the natal family. The tensions
between hijra desires, their structural patternings and “rules” of kinship,
and their lived experiences of these various affective bonds are crucial to
understanding the meanings of kinship and their resonance with norma-
tive kinship patterns. On the one hand, despite claiming nonprocreative
sexual identities and defying the perceived centrality of procreative sexu-
ality to the definition of a family, hijras appear to reinscribe hegemonic
rituals and principles. This is evident in their ritualized rearticulation of the
marital bond and their mirroring of the consanguinal mother-child bond
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(Lewin 1998b). Similarly, by establishing both obligatory, hierarchical rela-
tionships as well as those relatively more egalitarian relationships based on
affection, other self-identified kotis also appear to privilege “normative” fa-
milial alignments as significant for their identity and as a means whereby
they can acquire izzat. On the other hand, as Kath Weston cautions us,
“ostensibly similar formal features of kinship can carry conflicting mean-
ings and embed subtle ideological shifts, allowing ‘new’ family forms to be
read simultaneously as radically innovative and thoroughly assimilationist.
In the end, they are intrinsically neither” (1998, 64). It is therefore through
the complexity of hijra/koti instantiations of kinship and family, thatwe can
understand (and potentially destabilize) the ideal and its often ambiguous
relation to lived experience—a goal the rest of this chapter strives toward
by describing the central affective ties in the lives of hijras and kotis.

lashkarwala/sheharwala riste: hijra houses, the rit, and
guru-cela relationships

Sushmita and I were chatting in the shade of her hut. She had her legs
stretched out in front of her and was reclining against the side of the hut.
I was sitting a few feet away, on the same mat. It was quiet, about two in
the afternoon, siesta time at the tank. Most other hijras were either sleeping
or had gone for a movie. Suddenly, Yamini marched up to where we were
sitting and started shouting at Sushmita. Shewas obviously veryupset about
something, and from what I understood the issue centered on Yamini’s
cela, Palamma. Yamini was accusing Sushmita of negatively influencing
Palamma and encouraging her to run away from her guru. That morning,
Palamma had apparently decided that Yamini was too abusive and had
left for her natal village in Warangal. According to Yamini, Sushmita was
responsible for Palamma’s decision, and she proceeded to abuse Sushmita,
using extremely harsh and crude language. “Was something poking you in
your ass, you bhosrivala [vagina-owner],14 you gandu-berupia? You are an
andoli [orphan] kojja, and you think you canmake trouble for us real kojjas!
We, me and my sisters are the real kojjas, not you.15 Remember that! We
have a guru, unlike you . . . ” Yamini screamed at Sushmita. She continued
in this vein for a while. By this time, everyone who was at the tank had
woken up and come to see what the noise was all about. I had moved out of
Sushmita’s hut, andwas standingnext to Surekha andShanti, somedistance
away. There were at least eight or nine hijras there, but none of them
lifted a finger or said a word to stop Yamini’s tirade. Sushmita, who is
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not particularly small or meek in other circumstances, was just sitting in a
corner taking the abuse heaped on her with only murmurs of protest that
she had nothing to do with Palamma leaving Yamini.

What this incident reveals, apart from the latent aggression in hijras’
lives, is the importance of kin relatedness, or more specifically, the rit and
guru-cela relationship in symbolizing membership within the hijra com-
munity. The other hijras “could not intervene” they said, because Sushmita
was an andoli hijra. This term implies that she does not have a guru in the
hijra community and therefore could be verbally abused by a “real” hijra.
Sushmita had acquired a guru and put the rit in a hijra house as soon as she
joined the community, ten years ago. But her guru had died a few years ago,
and Sushmita had not chosen another guru since then. She was illegitimate
in some respect—without an official kin network—and hence had to suffer
in silence the shame of being abused by other ritwale, or “real,” hijras.

As the opening vignette of this chapter and the incident above indicate,
the rit is one, if not the most structured marker of hijra kinship. It is not
so much an object as a symbolic act of initiation; it symbolizes a ritual
enactment or “rite of passage,” to use Van Gennep’s (1960) phrase, which
designates a hijra’s formal membership within the community. The rit
connotes belonging—to a hijra house specifically and to the community
more broadly—and consequently indexes one of themost important criteria
of authenticity and commitment to hijra identity.

Two hijra houses are represented in Hyderabad: the Sheharwala and
the Lashkarwala houses. Their names literally denote their territorial do-
mains, or ilakas—the “city” (shehar) and the “army camp” (lashkar), or
Hyderabad and Secunderabad, respectively. The “city” of Hyderabad (what
is now referred to as the old city) was the space where the Qutb Shahi
kings and the Nizams ruled, while Secunderabad was the site of the British
army encampment. The territorial domains of the two contemporary hijra
houses, Sheharwala and Lashkarwala, are divided along the lines of this
spatial history, with members of each house having the right to “ask” for
badhai inHyderabad and in Secunderabad, respectively. Thus, Lashkarwala
or Sheharwala riste are the most important relationships for any hijra in
Hyderabad and Secunderabad. Almost the first question asked of any hijra
is either “Which house do you have the rit in?” or, “Who is your guru?”
“Most important, if there is no guru and no rit with a hijra house, that per-
son does not have izzat . . . and is not recognized as a hijra,” Munira told me
in no uncertain terms.

So what is the rit, how does one “put it,” and how does it relate to the
process of acquiring a guru and a wider kinship network? Second, how else
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is kinship elaborated? Third, what is the wider meaning of “putting the rit”
in the context of the koti community, and howdoes it work both as a kinship
marker and as a means to acquire status? Finally, what is the relationship
between the patterns of kinship articulated within hijra and wider koti
communities, and normative kinship patterning? In the following section,
I address each of these questions, starting with a description of the ritual
involved in acquiring membership in the community—putting the rit in a
hijra house—before addressing the more abstract issues of its significance
within the community and the importance of the guru-cela relationship in
this kinship network.

The Ritual of the Rit
I witnessed the rit ceremony twice during my fieldwork. The first time I
witnessed this important hijra rite, I had dropped in to see Irfan nayak
one afternoon in October. I walked straight to her house, passing the larger
Sheharwala house that is situated directly in front of it. Irfan nayak was at
home along with her celas, Shahbaz and Rani, and another hijra I did not
recognize. All of them greeted me very amiably, and, following the usual
pattern, I sat down while Shahbaz began to make tea for everyone. After
about half an hour of general conversation, during which I told the new
hijra (a visitor from Delhi who was here for a few days) who I was and
what I was doing, two other hijras I had not met earlier walked in. Both of
them touched the nayak’s feet saying “paon padti hun,”16 and the older of
the two greeted the other hijras present with “salam aleikum,” a marked
symbol of equality in status. She was another of Irfan’s celas and thereby
the other hijras’ contemporary, or gurubhai. Her name was Saroja, I later
learned. The other hijra with her was much younger and seemed utterly
scared and awed in the presence of the nayak. Both of them appeared to be
expected by Irfan nayak and her celas.

After the preliminary greetings, Saroja asked Irfan nayak “Where are
the others?” in a fairly impatient tone of voice. Irfan replied, “They cannot
come. Bala nayak has gone out to pay themunicipal taxes, and Shafat nayak
is not well. So let us not wait; let us do it now.” I had no idea what they were
referring to, but decided not to attract attention for fear that they would ask
me to leave, a non-hijra not being privy to such privileged information. So
I just sat quietly and watched.

They arranged themselves in a circle, covering their heads with the ends
of their saris. In the center of the circle, they put a steel platewith some paan
leaves and betel nut that they covered with a towel. Irfan then said, “We
are meeting here because this hijra wants to put a rit in our house. What
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do you want your name to be?” she asked the young initiate, who appeared
too scared to reply and just looked at Saroja. Saroja turned to Irfan and
said, “Kaushal.” Irfan then continued. “Kaushal, do you want to become the
cela of Saroja?” Kaushal nodded. At this point, Saroja put four rupees and
twenty-five paise on the plate, and Irfan said, “Kaushal is the cela of Saroja,
who is the cela of Irfan of the Sheharwala house.” All five hijras present,
with the exception of Kaushal, then clapped loudly, saying “din, din, din,”
three times.17 Kaushal was told to touch the nayak’s feet, then the feet of
her guru, and then the feet of each of the other hijras in the room. “You
are now a real [asli] hijra with a rit in the Sheharwala house. Don’t forget
that. And your guru, Saroja, you should serve her well because she is now
everything to you—mother, father, husband, sister, everything,” Rani said,
while blessing her. Kaushal had now become a “real” hijra; she possessed
the most important markers of hijra identity for an initiate—she had a
guru who served as her immediate family and through whom she reckoned
descent, and she had put the requisite rit in the Sheharwala house and,
by extension, in the hijra community, whose rules she had now publicly
acknowledged she would abide by.

While there are some differences between the ceremonies enacted here
and the ritual as it has been described in the literature (Sharma 1989; Nanda
1990),18 the fundamentalmeaning and structural grammar appears to be the
same. Every hijramust have a guru, and initiation into the community—the
acquisition or putting of the rit (rit dalna)—occurs only under the spon-
sorship of this guru. The guru-cela relationship is the most important bond
among hijras and is necessarily central to hijra conceptions of family. It
is a mutually beneficial, reciprocal relationship, entailing both social and
economic obligations and responsibilities for both parties. Further, the rit
signifies not only membership within the community as a whole but, more
specifically, affiliation with a given symbolic hijra house, namely, that to
which the guru belongs. Hijras in Hyderabad referred to the formal kin-
ship bond between guru and cela that resulted from the rit in terms of
the relationship associated with their symbolic house, as Lashkarwala or
Sheharwala riste (bonds).

Guru-Cela Relationships
The centrality of the guru-cela relationship to hijra identity—its prescriptive
quality and its importance for the initiate’s acceptance and advancement in
the community ranks—is undeniable. The initiate explicitly acknowledges
the social and economic contractual obligations that are inherent in this
acquisition of a new family. Although clearly hierarchical, with seniority
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among hijras (as a principle of both social organization and social control)
being reckoned through the unequal power structure of gurus and celas, this
relationship is amutually beneficial, reciprocal one. Celas are expected to be
obedient, respectful, and loyal, and to serve their gurus well by catering to
all their domestic needs. In exchange for their celas’ services and earnings,
gurus are required to look after their health and well-being, treat them
fairly, provide them with clothes and food, and give them the necessary
training and knowledge about hijra customs and manners to permit their
rise in seniority. The relationship between a guru andher cela is often highly
idealized, with the guru being the cela’s “mother, father, husband, sister,
everything,” to quote Rani. Hence the oft-repeated assertion, “This is our
family now. It is only hijras who will look after us if anything happens.”

As they repeatedly state, hijras consider only other hijras—or in wider
social contexts, the koti community—rather than consanguinal or affinal
kin, as their “family.” And within this hijra family, it is the guru-cela bond,
an iterative relationship,19 that serves as the primary axis of kinship and
genealogical descent.

Celas’ responsibilities toward gurus include both economic and social
obligations. As part of the initiation, a new cela has to pay a sum of one
hundred and fifty rupees to her guru, to be distributed among the nayaks of
that symbolic house. Although a cela can change her guru and house (Sinha
1967; Sharma 1989; Nanda 1990, 1994),20 every time this occurs she has to
pay twice the amount that she last paid for her rit ceremony. For instance,
if a cela changes gurus and houses twice, she must pay her new guru six
hundred rupees. By this process of accumulation, the amount paid by a
hijra can be as much as the eighty thousand rupees recently paid by a hijra
in Bombay, resulting in chronic debt and economic bondage. Why would
someone agree to incur this debt and continue to serve as a cela? When
I asked this question, I was greeted with incredulity at my näıveté. “It is
becausewe need our gurus, our people, Gayatri,”Madhavi toldme patiently,
the frequent changes being necessitated, in her opinion, by the abuse often
meted out by gurus. Munira reiterated this when she said, “A hijra has
to have a guru and a rit in a hijra house.”Otherwise, as shenoted earlier, “that
person is not considered a hijra.” So, whatever the price, one needs to pay
the fee necessary to acquire a guru and a rit in a hijra house, even if it means
paying a large amount because of frequent (perceived) abuse by multiple
gurus.

This base amount, however, does not include the fines levied for the
infraction of rules within the community. When I witnessed the rit cere-
mony the second time, it was when two kandra hijras, Srilakshmi and her
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guru, Rajeshwari, had gone to put a rit in the Lashkarwala house. Srilakshmi
had recently run away to another city in a fit of anger and had affiliated
with another hijra house in that city. In arguing her case with the nayak,
Srilakshmi claimed that she had only been living with hijras belonging to
another house, but had not in fact put the rit in that house. After a par-
ticularly vociferous transaction with the nayak, both Srilakshmi and her
guru were asked to pay an amount totaling five thousand rupees, covering
the cost of the rit as well as dands (fines) for the infraction of hijra rules,
namely, not putting a rit quickly enough—“living like a gandu,” as it was
termed—and the nonchalant changing of house affiliations. This second act
was not exactly an infraction of any rule, but it was frowned upon within
the hijra community. The amount of the fine appeared to be fairly arbitrar-
ily decided by the nayak, although it was subject to much loud, vituperative
negotiation.

Celas not only incur a debt by virtue of the rit transaction, but are eco-
nomically bound to their guru through the latter’s control of their means
of livelihood. This is especially true of badhai hijras. Given the nature of
their ritual performances, group membership is absolutely vital to survival
among this group. A new cela has to learn the songs and dances necessary
to her trade, a knowledge base that can be imparted only by her seniors
in the community. Further, whenever there is a badhai performance, it is
left to the guru’s discretion to take whomever she chooses with her. While
the money thus earned is not retained by any one cela, those who are good
singers and dancers (or are the guru’s favorites) not only have an easier life
in terms of everyday work, but also, as Vanitha informed me, “get more
izzat . . . and acquire a name for themselves as good badhai hijras.”

Earning a guru’s displeasure can seriously damage a hijra’s chances for
promotion within the ranks and acceptance among one’s peers, in addition
to affecting such mundane but important issues as eating and sleeping pat-
terns, household chores, discretionary budgets for a cela’s other activities,
and the amount of free time one can claim. Many kandra hijras with whom
I spoke gave this reason as their justification for why they did not go live in
their nayak’s house, even though their presence was required or sometimes
demanded: “If you go and live in the chali [nayak’s house], then you don’t
have izzat there, and they make you do all the household work—cooking,
cleaning, washing clothes, fetching things, pressing all their feet, every-
thing. And then they don’t even give you enough food to eat, because you
have to eat whatever is leftover after all the elders have finished eating. You
don’t have money of your own to go buy food even! And anyway they will
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beat you if they know you have done that. I lived there for a few months,
and I don’t want to go back there right now.We’ll see later,” Shanti told me.

As mentioned earlier, the different hijra houses each have their own
ilaka , or territorial boundary, within which they have the sole right to
perform and earn money. All hijras are bound to their particular kin group
and therefore territory, and any transgressions incur a severe beating and
in some instances even death (Sharma 1989; Nanda 1990). Not only is
there nowhere to perform as a single hijra, those who try to live and work
independently often suffer social ostracism. Largely on account of this,most
hijras did not see this as a viable or sensible option at all and, despite all the
indignities, would rather stay with their gurus than try to live alone.

Further,making it on their own ismade all themore difficult for celas be-
cause gurus have a vested interest in enlarging their own groups as much as
possible. The cela’s presence is required notmerely to enhance a guru’s pres-
tige but also to defend a house’s territorial boundaries, physically and sym-
bolically. Until very recently, the Lashkarwala hijras in Hyderabad greatly
resented their Sheharwala sisters, largely on account of the demarcation of
ilakas, as well as the former’s inability to defend their territory, for lack of
a large enough pool of hijra members. Further, aside from their dancing
and singing as a troupe, badhai hijras cannot afford to be solitary because
they rely on their numbers to threaten and cajole their patrons into parting
with money. “Single hijras I can easily deal with, but when they come as a
group, that is when they are scary,” my next-door neighbor told me.

While it is most pronounced for badhai hijras, the social and economic
dependence of the cela on her guru is also evident among kandra (sex
worker) hijras. For those living under the tank, every cela had to pay her
guru a sum of fifty rupees every single day of the month, irrespective of her
earnings for that day. This was greatly resented by the celas, but as Surekha
said, “What can we do? We have to give them that money, otherwise they
will throw us out or kill us.” In addition, celas had to do all the household
chores for themselves and their gurus: cooking,washing vessels and clothes,
buying vegetables and rations, getting clothes ironed, and fetching odds
and ends whenever required. Often but not always, a guru has two celas,
permitting a splitting of the tasks and an easing of their individual burdens.
Nevertheless, a guru canmake life extremely trying for her cela. Some gurus
areworse than others. For instance, one of the gurus at the tank, Yamini, can
never retain any of her celas for more than a year because of her constant
nagging as well as her physical and verbal abuse of them.21 In the past, after
suffering her for a while, these celas have either run away to another city
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and acquired a new guru, or gone back to their natal village to live their
lives as non-hijra kotis.

Celas are at the beck and call of their gurus, and any delay in responding
or inclination to be lazy is punished by either verbal or physical abuse.
Further, although less pronounced relative to badhai hijras, kandra gurus
also control the time and place of their cela’s “working hours.” Among
the tank group, whose home was also their workplace, gurus retained the
right to bring their customers back to their huts, while celas had to be
content with performing out in the open or in stray train compartments
across the railway tracks. While both gurus and celas engaged in sex work
only during the evening and part of the night, gurus could contract with
a customer during the day as well if they so chose, although this was rare.
If a cela did the same however—especially if she had not fulfilled all her
obligations to cook, clean, wash, and fetch—she was beaten by her guru for
dereliction of duty. In addition, gurus control their celas’ right to perpetuate
the power structure by taking celas of their own. Hence, even though Shanti
and Surekha had proven themselves “real hijras” by having had their nirvan
operations and having served their gurus dutifully for more than five years,
they were not permitted to take a cela because, as Munira, Surekha’s guru,
confided to me, this would weaken her (Munira’s) control and lower her
izzat in the eyes of her nati celas (cela’s celas) who would be involved in sex
work alongside her.

Seniority in the hijra community is measured both by time spent in the
community (irrespective of the age of the hijra) and by the acquisition of
celas. Ideally, having undergone the nirvan operation and proven oneself
a real hijra, the next step would be to acquire a cela. The acquisition of
a cela serves to signal “adulthood” in the community, and the ability, or
himmat (strength), as Rohini once told me, to support another individual
and continue the genealogical line. In reality however, there is some tension
or ambivalence in allowing celas to acquire celas of their own. By permitting
this act, gurus relinquish full control over their celas; they are acknowledg-
ing that celas have sufficient himmat and therefore must be given a certain
amount of respect. Gurus, somewhat predictably, are ambivalent about this
step.

Nevertheless, despite the apparently skewed nature of the guru-cela rela-
tionship, the fact remains that gurus, too, have a responsibility toward their
celas. The guru is obligated to look after her cela in times of ill-health and
misfortune, and to speak on her behalf at official hijra gatherings and cere-
monies. She is expected to treat her cela as one would a daughter, showing
affection and coming to her aid in times of difficulty. If ever there is an
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altercation involving the cela, the guru is expected to support her publicly,
while recognizing that she alone reserves the right to reprimand her in pri-
vate and even beat her if the need arises. At festivals and important hijra
ceremonies, the guru is obligated to provide her cela with new clothes and
money. In short, the guru is responsible for the health and happiness of her
cela, and the latter’s behavior reflects her upbringing, so to speak, and the
izzat of her guru, as well as that of her house and the wider hijra family.

One of the guru’s chief responsibilities is overseeing the cela’s nirvan
operation. Not onlymust the guru give permission for this act, shemust also
care for the cela (at least monetarily) after the operation while she is unable
to work. At the end of the forty-day period of seclusion and rest following
the operation, during which time it is often the hijra’s mother, rather than
her guru, who looks after her, it is the guru’s responsibility to host the dawat
(feast) that announces and celebrates the cela’s newly acquired status as a
nirvan sultan. This is one of the most important, and therefore potentially
contentious, responsibilities that the guru discharges toward her cela.

Becoming a nirvan sultan appears to be a significant prerequisite to ac-
quiring a cela. It is a significant economic burden, both in itself—because
of the fees for the doctor, medicines, and food after the operation—as well
as in terms of the potential loss of income for those days the cela is incapac-
itated and cannot “work.” Although celas are made to pay back every rupee
that is spent on them (at least among kandra hijras under the tank), they
usually do so over a period of time. It is the guru’s responsibility to advance
the money that may be required in the meantime, although, judging from
the experience of hijras under the tank, this responsibility is almost never
met. Often, celas save up enough money for their expenses, which may be
as much as ten to fifteen thousand rupees, before being permitted even to
consider this step.22 Although celas can and mostly do bear the cost of the
nirvan operation on their own, taking this step without the social sanction
of their guru is almost never done and has disastrous consequences, as the
opening vignette indicates.

Despite all these hardships, kandra celas living under the tank contin-
ued to express ambivalence if not outright reluctance about going to live
in the nayak’s house. For the most part, they preferred to live their lives
under the tank where there was more independence, access to money, the
(relative) liberty to eat and sleep whenever they chose, as well as the free-
dom to satisfy their sexual desires. They chose this lifestyle even while
recognizing that it had lower izzat both in the eyes of their community and
the wider society. Under the tank, they had more autonomy and enjoyed
the advantages of belonging to a distinct hijra community; stigmatized, but
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still acknowledged as a part of the larger hijra network across the country.
For them, their somewhat precarious, violent, and dangerous life under the
tank was preferable both to the constraints of living under the gaze of the
nayak and to living as a social outcast without the support of a community.

As evident from the above, the guru-cela relationship is the cornerstone
of the hijra kinship network. Ideally, it is a reciprocal bond that entails
responsibilities and obligations as well as rights and benefits on the part of
both gurus and celas. Without a guru, a hijra’s very identity is called into
question. She is a gandu, or at best, an andoli (an “orphan” and therefore an
illegitimate) hijra, subject to severe abuse and derision. Likewise, without a
cela, a hijra does not have izzat in the community. Acquiring a cela is a way
of perpetuating the hijra lineage; in addition, it is a marker of the particular
guru’s standing in the community and a means of indicating both izzat and
seniority. To quote Munira again, “without a rit and a guru . . . that person
is not considered a hijra.”

The guru-cela relationship is a hierarchical obligatory relationship, as ev-
idenced by the nature of the duties and responsibilities toward one another.
In addition, in terms of its structural logic, it may be read as amarital or affi-
nal bond. However, this is not how hijras themselves read this relationship.
This reading is merely speculation on my part, based on the rituals they
engage in and their symbolic meanings outside the hijra community. For
instance, on the death of a guru, her cela is expected to enact the role of a
Hinduwidow, being referred towith the same label,munda , aswell as being
required to wear a white sari and break all her bangles in grief. Further,
the laccha , or necklace that is tied by the guru on the occasion of her cela’s
official acknowledgment as a nirvan sultan (on the fortieth day after her
operation), is also removed. According to some kandra hijras, themunda is
expected to remain within the confines of her house, isolating herself from
the community, although, after the requisite period of mourning, amunda
hijra can become the cela of another hijra.

Despite the potential (structural) resonance of these rituals with Hindu
rituals ofmourning on the part of awidow, any questions onmypart regard-
ing an affinal or sexual relationship between two hijras elicited the most
profound disgust and horror. “Haw, that can never happen! If any hijra did
that, it would be disgusting,” Surekha told me in answer to my explicit
question. The apparent inappropriateness of this relationship was evident
in the following incident relating to Srilakshmi’s “marriage” to her panti.

Srilakshmi, a kandra hijra, was about to “get married” to her panti, Vijay-
bhaskar.However, for unavoidable reasons at the lastminute, Vijaybhaskar,
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who lived in a different city, could not make it to Hyderabad on the day
of his “wedding.” All of the food and other arrangements had been made
already. In addition, this was to have been a double wedding with another
hijra, Savita, who would be marrying her panti, Suresh, at the same time.
Since both the food and this other couple were ready and waiting, the
“elders”—Srilakshmi’s guru and her gurubhais—decided to go ahead with
the ceremony. After Savita and Suresh had tied the knot, as it were (as the
most important marker of this ceremony, the “husband” ties amangalsutra
[the necklace that serves as the Hindu marker of marriage for a woman]
around the neck of his wife), it was Srilakshmi’s turn to get “married.” In
the absence of her husband, and much to Srilakshmi’s embarrassment,
her hijra mother, Munira, tied the mangalsutra . I found it interesting that
Srilakshmi’s guru, who was also present, was not the one to do so. I had
promised to take photographs for the two “wives,” but when I raised my
camera to take one of Munira tying the necklace, Srilakshmi told me that it
was completely inappropriate and that I should not photograph it. Munira,
however, enamored with the thought of being photographed, wanted me
to take the shot, stating that, “it is not supposed to be this way; but take
my photograph.” I took the photograph. In the frame, Munira had turned
her face completely toward the camera, while Srilakshmi had covered her
mouth with her palm in an expression of embarrassment and horror.

If Srilakshmi’s guru had tied the mangalsutra , would it have been any
less inappropriate? The potential structural similarity between the rit and
marriage rituals and relationships in termsof their prescriptive quality, their
binding, obligatory nature, and the possibility (although frowned upon) of
their dissolution, are intriguing avenues of future inquiry. Further, poten-
tially mirroring a “traditional” husband-wife relationship, the cela is ideally
proscribed from seeing her guru for forty days after her nirvan operation
(until the puja [ritual or ceremony] to mark her transition), following which
her guru ties the laccha , or necklace, on her cela, rather than her mother,
who was the one who took care of her during this period. In addition, the
rhetoric used to describe the operatee also appears to be significant in this
respect. While getting Nagalakshmi ready for her dawat, Rajeshwari told
me, “We make her up like a bride. A new sari, nice make-up, flowers in her
hair—she should look just like a bride.” After the puja that she performs,
the operatee is taken ceremonially from her mother’s house to her guru’s,
much like the bride who goes from her natal home to her affinal home.
Further, like a kanya (unmarried girl), a hijra who has never put the rit
in any house (kori murat) is more highly valued as a new member than
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one who has. In addition, it is through her guru that the cela establishes a
lineage and is acknowledged as kin within her hijra house, much as with
“hegemonic” patrilocal affinal relations.

Hence, although this “marital” contract between gurus and celas was
not explicitly acknowledged by hijras and in actuality was overtly denied,
the structural parallels between “normative” marriage rituals and those
employed by hijras are interesting if not culturally significant.

What is the significance of such a rearticulation? Does the fact that
hijra kinship alignments potentially mirror normative familial arrange-
ments necessarily make these relationshipsmerely derivative and therefore
devoid of specific symbolic value?Or, as Judith Butlermight argue, does this
very fact, and the variety and complexity of these approximations, “trouble”
the ideal of the normative family? By revealing the variety of kin relation-
ships that obtain in the world, anthropologists and sociologists of kinship
have established alternative forms and meanings of kinship (Schneider
1968; Stack 1974; Collier and Yanagisako 1987; Strathern 1988; Weston
1991; Stacey 1996; Franklin 1998). Such accounts necessarily question struc-
turalist claims regarding the foundational imperative of heterosexual desire/
families, and implicitly highlight the role of such kinship alignments in pro-
ducing individuated and gendered subjects (Butler 2000; cf. Lévi-Strauss
1969; Lacan, 1978). If the bases of kinship systems (and culture) are not
always or only traceable to (structural) rules such as the incest taboo and the
Oedipus complex, what then does this signify for “compulsory heterosexu-
ality” as the defining “structure” of normative kinship? These are questions
with no simple answers. By examining the variety of hijra/koti kin frame-
works in their specific contexts of elaboration, we can begin to generate
some answers to such questions and potentially retheorize the analysis of
kinship. One such framework is that of love between (hijra) mothers and
daughters—pyar ke riste (relationships/bonds of love), or Andhra riste as
they sometimes refer to these relationships.

further notes on love

While the guru-cela bond is a necessary prerequisite for kinship within the
hijra community, it does not appear to be a sufficient one. In addition to
this highly valued bond, hijras forge other relationships—what they refer
to as pyar ke riste, or relationships of love—with members of their commu-
nity.23 When asked about these relationships, many of them differentiated
between the necessary guru-cela relationships (Lashkarwala or Sheharwala
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riste) andbonds of affection thatwerenot obligatory—what they sometimes
referred to as Andhra riste, relations of pyar, or love. Relationships charac-
terized as Andhra riste were not as binding as those of the Lashkarwala or
Sheharwala riste. They did not entail rigid responsibilities and obligations
as the guru-cela bond did, nor were they restricted tomembers of one’s own
lineage or hijra house. The most common of such relationships were those
between “sisters” (behen), and that between a “mother” and her “daughter”
(ma-beti relationships).

The terms dudh behan and dudh beti, literally translated, mean “milk
sister” and “milk daughter,” respectively.24 These terms are direct references
to the nurturing bondbetweenmother anddaughter symbolized by themilk
that a nursing mother feeds her daughter—milk that is shared by sisters, as
daughters of the same mother. In addition to evoking images of affection
and love, these terms also reference the very enactment of the ritual that
forges dudh or pyar ke riste.

As Munira states, “Like a mother’s milk that is given to her daughter
and shared by all her children, who are then sisters,” the individuals who
are to become dudh behans or betis enact this nursing ritual. The dudh ma
(mother) sits cross-legged and pulls up her blouse while holding her beti
(daughter) in her lap, as any nursing mother would. She then pours some
milk, using a cup held over her breast, into the mouths of the prospective
betis, thereby sealing this relationship with “her” milk. To further seal the
bond thus forged, each of the prospective dudh behans pricks her finger
and lets a few drops of blood flow into the cup of milk, which is then shared
by all of them, mother and sisters.

When I asked Rajeshwari why they adopted daughters, she told me it
was to extend their kin relations, their sambandam. Daughters wouldmore
than likely be celas of other hijras with whom they could then form an
alliance, she explained. Such relationships also serve publicly to strengthen
ties between hijras, through a symbolic ritual enactment. By developing
these bonds, each hijra is able to establish relationships with other hijras,
thereby not only widening the kinship network but also cementing ties,
as in Pierre Bourdieu’s (1977) notion of “practical kinship.” For instance,
among kandra hijras, dudh behans would “exchange” celas, making these
celas their respective dudh betis. Thismade for an extended, interconnected
network of relationships between hijras living together. At the tank, for
example, Rajeshwari and Munira were dudh behans, both daughters of
Malamma. To further strengthen their bond, each made the other’s cela her
dudh beti—a symbolic act reinforcing the existing bonds between these
hijras and serving as a mark of love and respect between the dudh behans.



166 / Chapter Seven

Although not equivalent to the guru-cela bond either in terms of respon-
sibilities or legitimacy, the mother-daughter bond has an important affec-
tive element that is not necessarily evident in the former relationship. The
mother and daughter share a certain affection for each other, and this bond
is often spoken of more tenderly than the obligatory but necessary kinship
link between gurus and celas. Although there is some tension between these
roles, in times of conflict, the guru’s word is almost always more important
and binding than that of a mother. For instance, Rajeshwari once told her
daughter Aliya to accompany her to the market the following day to buy
some clothes for an upcoming festival. That same evening however, Aliya’s
guru, Munira, told her that she had to go to Chowtuppal25 in order to stock
Munira’s house there. There was absolutely no question as to which one
of them Aliya would obey; she explained the situation to her mother and
postponed the trip to the market.

Dudh betis are cared for by hijras like actual daughters. They are taken
care of when ill, helped out of crises, given gifts for festivals, and may even
be provided with a kattanam, or dowry, as happened, for instance, when
Munira’s daughter had her nirvan operation. The betis in turn are expected
to cook, clean, and serve their mothers, but they are only so obligated if
celas are absent. A daughter who did not perform this role would be cursed
and derided for laziness but not penalized as a cela would be. Although
daughters do not figure in the direct line of inheritance or genealogy, as do
celas (i.e., they do not inherit property, wealth, or the nayak title), they are
accorded respect and affection for their status as daughters.

Mothers often appeared to have greater affection for daughters than
for their celas, even though there was no denying the greater significance
and legitimacy of the guru-cela bond over the ma-beti one. For example,
Munira’s first daughter, Mary, had left the tank group about six years ago.
It was rumored that she had gone back to her natal village and, having
reverted to her “male appearance” (mogarupam) and lifestyle, had married
a woman and was now “living as a panti.”

In November of 1996, Mary returned to the tank. “She” was wearing
pants and a shirt, had grown her beard, and looked exceedingly unlike a
hijra. After the first welcomes, there was a heated discussion as to whether
to accept Mary back into the community. Many of the senior hijras there—
Rajeshwari, Vasundara, and Lekha—were against it because they believed
that Mary had married a woman and was thereby no longer acceptable,
despite her protests to the contrary.26Munirawas the only hijra presentwho
came to her defense, steadfastly believing in her daughter’s “innocence.”
“First of all, I don’t believe that Mary would have done that. If one supposes
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she did, if she was my cela or anyone else’s, that would have been a little
different, but she didn’t have a guru here. She is my daughter, and I am
willing to take on the responsibility of looking after her. Let her stay here if
she wants,” Munira told them. Mary was allowed to live at the tank and was
there until the day I left Hyderabad. Therewas an undeniable bond between
the two, which in later conversations Munira would explicitly acknowledge
and evaluate differently from the bondwith her celas. Thiswas a rista based
not on obligatory responsibilities but on love—a pyar ka rista , as Munira
emphasized.

These pyar ke riste, despite being significant components of hijra kin-
ship, have not been noted by many of the scholars writing on hijras. In
the literature, only Sinha (1967) mentions these bonds, and only in pass-
ing. The fact that they exist is significant, not only intrinsically, but also
because they highlight the centrality of affective (mother-child) bonds in
hijras’ kinship network. The dramatic resonance between the consanguinal
mother-child bond—symbolized by “breast feeding”—and the hijras’ nurs-
ing ritual makes the parallel apparent. The very fact that these bonds are
distinct from those with one’s guru, with the marker of difference being
affection, lends further credence to the potential significance of these re-
lationships as natal or consanguinal ties. As Munira repeatedly informed
me, the mother, not the guru, sometimes gives a kattanam (dowry) to her
daughter, much as parents give a dowry to the bride on the occasion of her
marriage. Munira had given Saroja, her daughter, a significant kattanam—
“everything shemight need . . . pots, pans, a mattress, a few good saris, some
jewelry . . . just like a new bride,” Munira said. Finally, after the establish-
ment of the kin tie, the kinship terms used to refer to these family members
are the same as those used by mothers for their daughters—bidda /beti and
amma /ma , in Telugu and Hindi, respectively. Although I do not want to ar-
gue that these relationships are mere replacements or uncritical reflections
of natal bonds, the resonance between non-hijra consanguinal relationships
and hijra mother-daughter bonds is indeed remarkable, an instance of how,
at particular moments, our socially produced worlds sometimes become
naturalized into “new” forms of caring.

other riste: the jodi and husbands

As noted earlier, one of the relational bonds that hijras explicitly did not
recognize as characterizing “our people,” yet nevertheless did establish and
yearn for, was that between hijras and their pantis, or “husbands.” Many
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of the hijras I knew in Hyderabad had pantis, especially the kandra hijras.
And yet, if I asked them about this relationship and the possibility of this
tie being an enduring familial bond, they would just laugh and dismiss it
outright: “How can they be our family? Family is manollu [our people],27

and they are the only ones who will take care of us when we are older,”
Shanti said echoing other hijras.

Almost the first question hijras would ask of me, no matter how well
they knew me, was “When are you going to get married?” Without waiting
for a reply, theywould then dreamily imagine the scene: It would be a grand
wedding with a big band, I would look very nice, dressed in a silk sari with
flowers inmy hair, and theywould all come and dance at the wedding.Most
important, my husband would be a handsome man who would not drink
alcohol or beat me, who would take care of me and love me throughout my
life. These imaginings highlight two issues in the lives of hijras. First, an
idealization of marriage, a yearning for love and acceptance, or what Kakar
(1989) refers to as the “desire for a jodi [bond]”; and, second, an ambivalence
in their feelings toward men wherein the ideal of a non-drinking, kind man
are set against the reality of physical abuse and alcoholism among their
pantis.

Despite claiming nonprocreative sexual identities and defying the cen-
trality of procreative sexuality to the definition of a family, hijras (especially
kandra hijras) idealize marriage and the possibility of a long-term commit-
ment with their pantis. While most kandra hijras in Hyderabad had pantis,
those who did not would speak in longing terms of their ideal man: some-
one who would stay with them through thick and thin, someone with a
regular job, who did not mistreat them, bought them gifts, and returned
their love.28

A few hijras had been with their pantis for as many as ten or fifteen
years. Munira and her panti, Zahid, for instance, had been “married” for
thirteen years she said. She met him soon after she came to Hyderabad. As
she describes it, shewas standing in front of the station one evening,waiting
for someone. She saw this man look her up and down, before walking into
a sweet shop close by. She had noticed him but didn’t follow him or react
to his obvious interest in her.

I thought he was a ruffian [goonda ] because he was hanging around with these

other goondas. But he came back the next day, and this time he was alone. He asked

me to go [sleep] with him, which I did. Like that, slowly, slowly we fell in love.

We got married about one year after we met. I went to meet his family, and his

grandmother [dadi] started saying we don’t know if she is a real hijra or what. So,
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in a fit of anger, I lifted up my sari. I had become cibri. I was a nirvan sultan by that

time, and I showed her. ‘Arre, this is a woman’s body! This is a real hijra,’ she said,

and since then, no one has said anything to me. I go visit them once in two-three

months, say salam aleikum and come back.

About three or four years after they were “married,” Zahid married a
Muslim woman at the insistence of his family. But as Munira tells the story,
Zahid got remarried only after getting the approval of Munira and letting
his affinal family know that he was “married to a hijra” as well. Zahid
supposedly consented to the marriage only after he was reassured that they
would accept his first (hijra) wife, Munira. Munira told this to me very
proudly, as “proof” of her husband’s faithfulness and respectability. Her
co-wife has two children whom Munira often refers to as her own, and on
whom she seems to lavish much affection and money. Her relations with
her co-wife appear to be cordial; they call each other aapa , or sister, and
share Zahid on seemingly unproblematic terms. This is, of course, Munira’s
version of the story. Nevertheless, Zahid does visit the tank at least three or
four times a week, and appears to genuinely care for Munira. He brings her
gifts on occasion, accompanies her on trips to Delhi and Ajmer, and even
accepts verbal abuse from her without lashing out—a “good man” indeed.

Not all “husbands” are as caring or accommodating as Zahid. But many
of them at least acknowledge their bond, and some do share a significant
relationship with their hijra wives. Sati’s husband came down with her
to Hyderabad from Delhi, openly acknowledging his relationship with his
hijrawife, both to the hijra community aswell as to his natal family in Delhi.
Similarly, Savita’s panti visits almost every day, often bringing gifts for her
from the shop that he owns in the old city. Surekha and her husband Rajesh
also share a husband-wife relationship that is acknowledged by the hijras
as well as all his friends. Every time he needs to bathe, have his clothes
washed, or requires food or money, Rajesh comes to his wife Surekha,
who gladly serves, cooks, cleans, and funds her husband. Hijras appear to
perform these “wifely” duties gladly, in marked contrast to the way they
care for their gurus. Not all of them live at the tank, as does Rajesh, but they
are expected to visit as often as they can. As they approach, their wives are
informed that their “man is here.” Immediately, hijras stop what they are
doing and, more often than not, go into their hut to greet their husbands in
private.

There appear to be marked similarities in the gendered attitudes and
responses of a hijra to her panti and the responses of a woman to her
husband in middle-class India, especially with regard to internalized ideals
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of femininity and womanhood. Domestic responsibilities such as cooking,
cleaning, washing, and sewing are clearly the wife’s duties. A good wife,
moreover, is likely to respect her husband, to avoid acting promiscuously
in public when he is around (whatever her occupation or behavior outside
of their relationship), and always to look after him and his needs, especially
in times of trouble; in other words, she is expected to be a respectable, self-
sacrificing, chaste woman. While hijras are not docile or submissive, they
certainly are self-sacrificing and care deeply about how they are viewed by
society in their capacity as “wives.” Munira was extremely upset one day
when she found out that Zahid had eaten at a hotel and sleptwith his friends
on the road that night. She yelled at him when he came to see her the next
day saying, “Don’t you have a wife and house here? How will it look that
you didn’t come here? Won’t people say she is probably not looking after
himwell?” Invariably, concern over what it will look like in the eyes of other
people is the motive for chastising one’s partner. Despite their marginality,
concern for their izzat appears to motivate many of their actions. Surekha
explicitly expressed this sentiment when she said, “Having a husband gives
you some izzat [in the eyes of society].”

While “marriage” ormaintaining a jodi appears to be a cherished ideal for
hijras, it is clearly not without ambivalence. Hijras are officially discouraged
by senior hijras from maintaining relationships with pantis. According to
the hijra ideal of asexual identity and practice, official “family” does not
include husbands or affinal kin. Senior hijras repeatedly deride “bad” or
“false” hijras who openly maintain these relationships. “Real hijras” are
those who are asexual, like ascetics; they look at neither men nor women,
according to the nayaks. And yet, almost all hijras—including the nayaks—
maintain such relationships, in their youth if not later in life.

Further, neglect, fickleness, and physical abuse on the part of these men
toward their “wives” contribute significantly to hijras’ ambivalent feelings
toward their pantis, as is evident in the following statements. In response
to a question about their relationships with pantis today, Shanti, a slightly
older hijra, said, “It is a different thing. It is not desire any more. Now it is
companionship and the hope that the personwill be there for you later.” She
then added, “That never happens though. These men are all alike. They stay
with you as long as you give them money and look after them. Then they
are gone.” Aliya echoed the same sentiments when she said, “Today men
are not at all nice. They only want one thing [and] they take your money
and go.”29

Onone occasion,when ahijra had askedme the question aboutmarriage,
Renuka, another hijra who was sitting close by, said “Why do you want to
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get married, Gayatri? Husbands only beat you, take your money. You waste
all your strength and energy thinking and worrying about them. Don’t
get married.” I later found out that Renuka had just broken up with her
“husband” two days beforewe had this exchange. A few days later, however,
I saw Renuka flirting with a man. She appeared very happy and introduced
this man as her panti, whom she was going to marry soon. While this
statement could be interpreted at face value, it could also be interpreted
through the lens of hijras’ often mocking attitude toward men. They would
distance themselves from all pantis, especially their sexual “customers,”
andmock their intelligence or sexual perspicacity. “Wemake ullus [literally,
“owls”; colloquially, fools] out of thesemen,” BabuRao toldme proudly. “We
say we will do sis kam [real work] and we do kavdi [false] sex.30 They are in
such a hurry and they don’t know anything, so we can easily make ullus of
them.” Another time, Saroja said in obvious disparagement, “You just have
to say ‘ooh, ooh’ two or three times, and these people [pantis] think that
it is because of them, and they pay you more.” Apparently, hijras distance
themselves from pantis and use their effeminate role to play with and
ultimately to mock supposed male knowledge and power.31

And yet, many hijras clearly love their pantis, sometimes to the point of
distraction, even attempting suicide on their account. One hijra, a daughter
of Mallamma’s who lived in a city some distance from Hyderabad, actually
did kill herself. She threw herself in front of a train because her panti
had left her. While this was the only hijra I knew who had actually killed
herself, almost every other hijra, especially among the kandra group, had
attempted suicide at least once, more often than not on account of their
pantis. Surekha said she had attempted suicide as many as three times
because of her husband Rajesh’s adultery. He was cohabiting with another
hijra in Vijaywada. She was so upset by this development that she “did not
see the value of living any longer” and swallowed a bottle of pesticide. She
had to be rushed to the hospital and have her stomach pumped to save her
life. Munira too had attempted suicide by swallowing insecticide at one
point, she confided in me. Her husband Zahid had not come to visit her for
a fewweeks, and she was sure he was involved with someone else. “But, this
was early in our relationship, Gayatri. It was only after learning how to deal
with [this other] prostitute, being beaten by my man, after doing all that,
that my man is with me now,” Munira said. Shakuntala had slit her wrists
on account of her panti, leaving scars that were visible seven years after
the event. She was reluctant to explain how and why she had attempted
suicide, but made it clear that it was because of her unqualified love for her
panti.
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As with other men and women in India, love or desire in all its inten-
tionally ambiguous forms appears to animate hijra discourse and practice.
“If it is at all legitimate to think of ‘Indian culture’ as an organic whole, a
system that can be molded and described as such, then ambiguity must be
a key component of that whole, a key feature of the communicative system
by which that whole is maintained,” writes Margaret Trawick (1990, 41).
Perhaps, with regard to hijras’ worldview too, it is intentional ambiguity
that best describes their “paradoxical behavior.” As with Trawick’s Tamil
family, if such ambiguity or “paradoxical behavior” could be explained at
all, it was often in terms of love or desire (49).

other riste: the maternal bond

Yet another relationship that was ideally prohibited for hijras was the link
with their natal families. As self-identified ascetics, or sannyasis, hijras are
expected to cut off all ties with their “blood/own” (sontham/rakta) families
when they elect to join their new hijra family. As many hijras repeatedly
stated, it was other hijras (and in some instances, other kotis), but not their
husbands or their natal kin, who were “their people” or “family” now. And
yet, despite their explicit acknowledgment of these proscriptions, a few
hijras continued to maintain ties with their natal families.

Some hijras had healthy, ongoing relationships with members of their
natal families, most commonly their mothers. Many of them occasionally
visit their mothers, and sometimes, though more rarely, their mothers visit
them in return. As much of the Indian psychoanalytic literature empha-
sizes, the maternal bond appears to remain the strongest, and some hijras
explicitly acknowledge this (see Kakar 1989; Kurtz 1992; Obeyesekere 1990;
Ramanujan 1990). For instance, Munira told me that “as long as mymother
is alive, I will go back home to visit and will be welcomed [there]. But once
she is gone, then my brothers . . . I will never go back. All they care about
is money.” During the two-year period of my fieldwork, mothers of at least
four of the thirty-odd hijras visited them at the tank.32 Most of these visits
lasted a few days at least, the mothers having traveled a considerable dis-
tance in many instances. While at least one of these mothers appeared to
accept her son’s decision33 and did not try to talk him into returning with
her to their natal home, others were still upset and extremely emotional
regarding this issue. Although they could and did visit each other, there
was an unambiguous (if not explicitly stated) acknowledgment on the part
of both consanguinal mother and hijra child that the connection between
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them had irrevocably changed. Other hijras constituted the latter’s family
now, and while her tie to her mother would never be completely severed,
there was no returning to her earlier life and natal family at this point.

Despite the retention of this strong link between natal mother and son
in practice, such a relationship went against the ideal norms of the hijra
community. The renunciation of natal kinship ties is a clear marker of hijra
identity, serving to differentiate them from other kotis such as the zenanas,
as the latter explicitly stated. “The hijras leave theirmothers-fathers and live
together in the haveli [house], but we don’t do that,” Rafat toldme, pointing
out the difference between hijras and zenanas. He also added that doing so
required himmat (strength) and was an irreversible break that he was not
willing to undergo at this point. Iqbal, one of the zenana baijis reiterated
this difference. He also told me that it was his ties to his natal family that
prevented him from joining hijras. His mother had recently passed away,
he said, and now he was free to join the hijras and “go live in Irfan nayak’s
haveli [house].” Despite the fact that an absolute break with the hijra’s natal
family did not always occur, the ideal and its significance for hijra concep-
tualizations of family and kinship remain undisputed (Trawick 1990).

“manollu”: koti kinship and the need for “our people”

August 10, 1996, a lazy Saturday afternoon. Munira, Sushmita, Surekha,
and Babu Rao were whiling away their time, playing asta-camma (a board
game).34 I was sitting with them, watching the progress of their game and
chatting with Munira about everything from her conceptions of family to
plans for the weekend. Shakuntala was sitting a short distance away, drying
her just-washed hair. She seemed to be in a particularly foul mood, cursing
someone or something under her breath. Srilakshmi and Kajal were eating
their food a little distance away from the bathroom. Greatly involved in the
game, Munira and others failed to notice the approach of two men toward
Srilakshmi and Kajal. These men wore pants and shirts and seemed to
approach without too much trepidation. They were standing and talking
to Srilakshmi for a couple of minutes and were clearly intrigued by my
presence. From their gestures and body movements, they were obviously
asking Srilakshmi and Kajal who I was and what I was doing there. For
some reason, this really seemed to irk Shakuntala. She started yelling at
them, cursing them in the foulest language. She shouted at them, saying
“what do you want here, bhadvas [pimps]? Get out of here; otherwise come
and lick my ass!” Srilakshmi then piped up and said, “Arre Shakuntalanani,
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these are our people [manollu].35 They are kotis from my village.” Almost
immediately, Shakuntala calmed down and, after composing herself, en-
gaged them in a friendly conversation by asking what they were doing in
Hyderabad. I turned quizzically toMunira, who said by way of explanation,
“All kotis are our people.36 We are one lineage [kulam]. But those who have
the rit, only those [people] are the real thing [asli ciz].”

As the above vignette indicates, aside from the privileging of the rit,
hijras adopt a shifting signifier in their demarcation of an insider/outsider
boundary. For the most part, family for hijras refers to other hijras, and
yet not all non-hijras are excluded from consideration: non-hijra kotis are
also consideredmanollu (our people). The use of this term implies a wider,
shared community of actors. It is a contextual signifier, dependent to some
degree on the particular actors present. For hijras, manollu refers to the
members of their own in-group—hijras—in the context of other kotis, but
it refers to the entirekoti communitywhen the social context includes pantis
(or narans). Similarly, members of the other koti groups, while recognizing
kotis of their self-identified subgroup as their family,would extend this label
to other kotis as well, in contexts where the reference group was either their
natal families or their pantis.

What, according to its members, is shared by this wider community of
actors? For hijras and other kotis, the “male” gender system is conceptual-
ized in terms of pantis andkotis,with the latter identity being opposed to the
former, both in sexual as well as everyday practice. Kotis are the receptive
partners of pantis in sexual intercourse. In addition, kotis share behavioral
norms and moral restrictions, and have their own lexicon, distinct from
that of pantis or non-kotis (Hall 1995, 1997).

I was told bymy zenana friend Salman, “You have to look at their hands.
Kotis can be easily identified by the way their joints move, especially their
wrist joints.” The limp hand, seemingly unhinged at the wrist, along with
the “way a man walks, stands, and looks at you,” appear to serve as clearly
defined koti identifiers. In addition, the use of what is often constructed in
the public domain as “the hijra [hand] clap,” is a clear symbol of divergent
sex/gender identity.When used by non-hijra kotis, it serves unambiguously
to align them with their more flamboyant, readily identifiable fellow kotis.
Kotis appear to use this gesture to indicate not only their public allegiance
to hijras, but also their knowledge and ultimate use of self-denigratory
markers to mock male (heterosexual) power. By employing these gestures
in the Public Garden, kotis acknowledge their deviance in the eyes of the
public and, by embracing this perceived deviance, parody and potentially
overturn the power differential.
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All kotis appear to know and use their special vocabulary (Hall 1997).
Whether they speak Telugu or Hindi, kotis used their vocabulary as an
exclusionary device to communicate with fellow kotis and to set themselves
apart from non-kotis. This coded lexicon was employed both to signify
membership in the community at large and to distance themselves from
the public and mock male power. For instance, in the garden, the most
popular cruising and meeting spot for many non-hijra kotis, this code was
invoked to make fun of the omnipresent plainclothes policemen. The koti
term for these individuals, ghodi (mare), is used pejoratively by kotis to
make fun of them and their supposed masculine power. Kotis use this term
and make explicit fun of these ghodis, who appear unaware of this term of
reference or the extent of kotis’ disdain for them.

Ononeoccasionwhen Iwas sittingwith a groupof zenanas in the garden,
a ghodi walked up and sat down a short distance away, obviously intrigued
by my presence in this all-“male” group. As he was approaching, one of the
zenanas, Ahmad, announced to the others, “Hey, a ghodi is coming. Lets
have some fun [with him].” He then turned to the policeman and staring
directly at him, raised his eyebrows suggestively, running his tongue seduc-
tively over his lips while he did that. He then got up and walked a short dis-
tance away, swinging his hips in an exaggeratedmanner. The other zenanas
were looking pointedly at the ghodi and laughing at his obvious discom-
fort. After a couple of minutes, the policeman got up and walked away.
Ahmadmade a clicking sound as if to say “Huh, these men!” as he shook his
head in obvious disgust, before turning triumphantly back to the zenanas,
who greeted his performance with whistles of approval.

All kotis, it seemed,whether hijras, zenanas, or kada-catla kotis, see them-
selves in opposition to pantis and use their perceived difference to signify
their membership within the larger koti community as well as to mock the
heterosexual imperative. For them, all kotis are hamare log ormanollu (our
people), in opposition to pantis who are “othered,” both as objects of desire
against whom kotis define themselves as well as subjects who instantiate
the gender norm.

Aside from the ideational correlates among the various koti kin ties, there
appear to be structural homologies as well. The kinds of riste, or relation-
ships that zenanas, kada-catla kotis, jogins, and siva-satis develop resonate
remarkably with the kinds of bonds described earlier among hijras. In addi-
tion to the ritwith hijras (in a hierarchically lower position than hijra celas),
zenanas had their own network of relationships within their own commu-
nity. Of the four remaining zenana houses in Hyderabad, each had its own
hierarchical structure with a head, or baiji, followed by his celas, who had
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celas of their own. Each zenana koti had a separate kinship bond with his
respective zenana house—what they referred to asman-pan. Theman-pan
ritual was similar to that of the hijra rit ceremony. Much like the rit, the
man-pan established guru-cela relationships among zenanas. The relation-
ship between a zenana guru and his cela was also reciprocal and involved
defined obligations and responsibilities. Given that zenanas did not live in
one place together as a communal group, however, these guru-cela respon-
sibilities were marginally different from those between a hijra guru and
her cela. The performance of everyday domestic chores was not expected
on the part of the cela. Nevertheless, whenever required, a zenana cela was
expected to help his guru financially, emotionally, and, if necessary, phys-
ically. In turn, the guru was obligated to support his cela, both in public
zenana contexts, as well as in times of need. Rafat for instance, felt com-
pelled to lend his cela, Yusuf, somemoney to help out when the latter’s wife
fell ill and he needed money. He did so even though he was in no position
to help and ended up borrowing money at an exorbitant rate of interest in
order to help his cela. In addition, gurus were expected to pay for all their
celas’ functions and contribute gifts on ceremonial occasions. For all the
trouble it entailed, having celas was nevertheless a measure of authenticity
and izzat for the guru. It was a concrete kin link that both arranged social
relationships within the community, and embodied seniority. As zenanas
themselves noted, it was this aspect of their identity—the kinship link with
hijras and the resonant relationships within the zenana community—that
marked their difference from other kada-catla kotis and berupias and gave
them more izzat vis-à-vis these other koti identities.

Although kada-catla kotis did not have either a rit or hierarchical ties
structured in terms of guru-cela relationships, and explicitly disparaged the
“traditional” ways of hijras and zenanas, there was an indisputable valence
attached to kin that resonated through this community as well. Like pyar
ke riste among hijras, kada-catla kotis also had structured mother-daughter
relationships, sealed by a ritual in which both parties publicly declared their
wish and then shared sweets, a practice akin to many non-koti celebrations
as well. After announcing the rista , the “daughter” would feed her “mother,”
putting part of a sweet in hermouth and eating the other half, before sharing
the box with the other kotis.

This ceremony was usually enacted in Gaudipet, a remote area some
twelve or thirteen kilometers from Hyderabad, the koti dawat (celebration/
feast) space. It was here, away from the public gaze, that kotis felt most com-
fortable meeting publicly and indulging in koti nakhre—joking and teas-
ing each other mercilessly with lascivious speech and exaggerated feminine
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gestures and movements.37 Following a particularly lewd comment by one
of the kotis, I was told half-jokingly by Saroja, my hijra friendwho accompa-
niedme the first time I attended a kotidawat : “I told you,Gayatri. These peo-
ple really use bad language and even we are embarrassed to listen to them.”

These koti dawats, usually held on Sundays, would be attended by any-
where from fifty to two hundred kada-catla kotis, and on occasion, some
zenanas and siva-satis. Apart from a chance to meet and catch up on gossip
and news, these dawats also served as the forum to officialize kinship links
within the community. On the occasion I was there with Saroja, the osten-
sible reason for the dawat was Viji’s desire to make Mahesh his daughter.
Unfortunately, we arrived too late to witness the ceremony, but I was told
that it was nothing more than a declaration of intent, followed by a shar-
ing of sweets and an exchanging of gifts, after which mother and daughter
hosted a feast for their koti friends. The food—chicken curry and seasoned
rice—was prepared right there with the help of all the kotis, amid much
joking, teasing, and cavorting around. When I left at six in the evening,
having been there since eleven in the morning, there were still at least fifty
kotis there, eating, dancing, and gossiping with each other.

On the second occasion I attended a koti dawat, it was hosted byAvinash
to celebrate his getting a new job. When I reached Gaudipet, he was sitting
in the center of a circle of kotis, with his “mother” Moggu sitting next to
him.38 They were performing a ceremony to bless Avinash. The following
is a description of this ritual from my field notes:

Moggu had set two steel plates in front of Avinash. One had a sari and material for

a blouse, and the other had a pile of uncooked rice, two halves of a coconut, some

turmeric, and kum-kum (vermilion powder). Moggu formally gave Avinash the

clothes and, after putting them aside, took a pile of the rice in cupped hands and

poured it onto the other plate. He then smeared some of the kum-kum and turmeric

on Avinash’s forehead, invoking a blessing for his daughter’s continued good health

and fortune. Avinash touched Moggu’s feet as a mark of respect three times, each

time touching his hands to his eyes. He then sat down. One by one, each of the kotis

came up to him and performed the same actions (poured a handful of the rice, put

a bindi on Avinash’s forehead). He did not touch their feet though. After all of them

had done this, Moggu, who was sitting by his daughter’s side all along, asked for

kattanam (dowry). He initiated this stage by waving an envelope of money over

Avinash’s head, before putting it on the plate. All the kotis followed suit, withMoggu

announcing, as each koti came up, the amount each paid. Following this show of

affection and regard, everyonewas asked to sit and eat the food thatMoggu,Avinash,

and a few of his friends had prepared earlier in the day.
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The “mother” is obligated not only to officiate at such ceremonies, but
also to contribute both money and organizational help for such occasions.
In turn, daughters are required to show respect, help out in times of trouble,
and be considerate of their mothers’ well-being. Deference is to be shown
not just to one’s mother but to all elders in the community. For instance,
during a bantering conversation, Jayaprada (as one of the kada-catla kotis
liked to call himself, after a popular Telugu film actress) had cursed his
“aunt”—hismother’s “sister”—calling him a bhadva (pimp).39 Even though
it was obviously meant in jest, Jayaprada was immediately reprimanded by
the other elders and made to apologize to Hanumanth, a koti who was five
years younger than he was. He apologized immediately without protest.

Given the centrality of desire to their identities, kada-catla kotis and
zenanas (like many hijras), seemed extremely ambivalent about their hus-
bands, who alternated between being themost important, loved individuals
in their lives and being reviled and mocked for their licentiousness, insen-
sitivity, and abuse. Despite incredible stories of abandonment and neglect,
however, kotis continued to yearn for a significant relationship with their
pantis, as shown by Frank’s life-history, told in detail in the following chap-
ter. Frank, a middle-aged, Christian man in his mid-forties, had suffered
untold hardships for his pantis. He had sold his blood to a blood bank,
and later his kidney, to earn enough money to satisfy his current panti. He
had lost several jobs on account of “his man,” been physically abused, and
suffered ill health after the sale of his kidney. Nevertheless, he “loved [his]
panti and was willing to do anything for him.” After being beaten by his
panti’s relatives one day, Frank had this to say to me:

I told him these people came and hit me. I said who are these people to hit me? He

was completely cold. He said you are a character who deserves to get a kicking. Then

you tell me how I’ll feel. I loved him a lot, Gayatri. I still love him. How can I forget

him? Why, I ask god, why is god rude with me? I have not harmed anybody. I have

not disappointed anyone in life, neither my friends nor the men. I loved somebody,

and every man that came up to me in life has played a game. They played with me

as much as they wanted to. They enjoyed sex as much as they wanted to, and then

they bootedme out. I adore you. I worship you [with reference to his panti]. I walked

out of my house because of you. I left my house because of you, I left my family

because of you, I left my friends because of you. Everybody I left because of you.

I’m living alone because of you. My mother’s last words were: “Frankie, you will be

alone in this world. You will die alone. Nobody will come for your funeral. Not your

friends, not Ravi [his panti]. In the end, the dogs will sniff you, or the MCH will

throw you in the dustbin.” My heart bleeds, but I can’t cry anymore. I have no tears
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left. I used to wait for this man, Gayatri, from seven o’clock right up to one o’clock

at night. And he would come at two and tell me the train was late, my cousin died.

I came, you should be happy.

Avinash, another kada-catla koti, had a similar story. He too had sold
his kidney for his panti, only to be abandoned after giving him the money.
Iqbal, one of the zenana baijis, told me that he knew only one zenana
who had a good relationship with his panti; every other zenana had suf-
fered emotionally and physically on account of his panti. Other kotis told
me stories of the physical and verbal abuse they suffered, about their pan-
tis’ insatiable appetite for money and gifts, the humiliation they had to
swallow on account of keeping up appearances in public for their panti’s
izzat. Yet almost all of them told me that although “pantis would not sup-
port you when you need[ed] them in the same way as koti friends,” they
still wanted a perfect relationship with their pantis “more than anything
else.” Despite this overwhelming desire, pantis were clearly “other” in koti
conceptualizations—arguably kin but not “family.” They were the objects
of desire but were hardly ever turned to in times of trouble or need. Kotis
were acutely aware of their marginality and pantis’ use and abuse of them.
But, while they resented pantis for their apparent domination and lost no
opportunity tomockmale power, they “couldn’t help loving them” andwere
“willing to do anything for [their] men.”

“all kotis have pantis”: theorizing a need for kinship?

Given the ubiquity of abuse, violence, and abandonment, as well as hijra/
kotis’ ambivalence towardmen in general, why this strong desire for a social
jodi (bond)? Why do kotis have such an overwhelming need for a loving
husband? Scholars from various schools of thought have attempted to
answer this question of relationality, or the structures of desire, in the
context of broader processes of self-crafting in India, with psychoanalysts
and psychological anthropologists providing perhaps the most elaborated
theories.

The psychoanalytic literature in India attempts to answer this question
in terms of the general “desire for fusion” and the subsequent modal reso-
lution of the oedipal complex in India. In psychoanalytic understandings,
this cultural theme of fusion manifests itself as “the unconscious fantasy
of maintaining an idealized relationship with the maternal body” (Kakar
1989, 125). Although South Asian scholars differ in their characterizations
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of what constitutes the “maternal body” (Kakar 1981, 1989; Kurtz 1992),
they appear to agree that the individual’s goal is “integration, and not in-
dividuation” (Kurtz 1992, 30). In India, an individual’s sense of self, they
argue, is fundamentally connected to a desire for incorporation, for fusion
with the (maternal) world, rather than a greater differentiation of self from
others. According to these (male) authors, integration, in this context, more
often than not implies the desire for an idealized relationship with one’s
mother (Kakar 1989).

Sudhir Kakar posits a “formidable consensus . . . for both men and
women” regarding the ideals of womanhood (1981, 63; cf. Raheja and Gold
1994 for a valid critique of this position). This ideal is personified in the
image of Sita—the pure, chaste, faithful heroine of the Ramayana , Kakar
contends. The internalization of this ideal by all Indian women and their
subsequent inability to challenge it anddemand intimacy and recognition as
women from their husbands, results in “aggressive, destructive impulses”
directed toward the son. This results in ambivalent feelings toward the
mother on the part of the son—she is both “nurturing benefactress and
threatening seductress” (1989, 93). The modal resolution of this conflict is
achieved through “lasting identification with the mother, which involves
sacrificing one’s masculinity” (1981, 102). Sudhir Kakar therefore claims
that (for men) desexualization emerges as “the favored defensive mode in
Indian fantasy” (1989, 144).

Gananath Obeyesekere (1990) makes a similar argument in his charac-
terization of the unique resolution of the “Indian oedipal complex.” Echoing
A. K. Ramanujan (1983), he argues that the representation and consequent
resolution of the oedipal complex in India follows from the particular cul-
tural configuration of family relationships in this culture. The significance
of the “erotic-nurturant bond that binds mother and son . . . and the pa-
tripotestal authority of the father” (Obeyesekere 1990, 81) results in the
dominant Hindu form of the oedipal complex, which the son can resolve
only though “submitting to the father’s will and in effect castrating himself”
(Goldman 1978, 363).

Since the “hegemonic narrative of Hindu culture as far as male develop-
ment is concerned is that of the Devi, the great goddess, especially in her
manifold expressions asmother in the innerworld of theHindu son” (Kakar
1989, 131), this form of oedipal resolution clearly allows for its realization.
Hence, “if phallic desire was the violent and tumultuous ‘way of the fathers,’
genital abstinence, its surrender, provides the tranquil peaceful path back to
the mother” (124). Given that “Indianmyths constitute a cultural idiom that
aids the individual in the construction and integration of his inner world”
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(135), the myth of Goddess Parvati and her two sons, Ganesha and Skanda,
clearly reflects this “hegemonic narrative” and its opposing wishes:

A mango was floating down the stream, and Parvati the mother said that whoever

rides around the universe first, will get the mango. Skanda impulsively got on his

golden peacock and went around the universe. But Ganesha, who rode the rat, had

more wisdom. He thought: “What could my mother have meant by this?” He then

circumambulated his mother, worshipped her, and said, “I have gone around my

universe.” Since Ganesha was right, his mother gave him the mango. Skanda was

furious when he arrived and demanded the mango. But before he could get it,

Ganesha bit the mango and broke one of his tusks. (136)

Ganesha seeks surrender and fusion with his mother at the cost of his
masculinity (symbolized by the broken tusk), while his brother Skanda
yields to the pull of individuation, which results in independence but exile
from his mother’s presence. As Kakar states, “that Ganesha’s lot is consid-
ered superior to Skanda’s is perhaps an indication of Indian man’s cultural
preference in the dilemmaof separation-individuation” (1989, 137; cf. Kakar
1981; Obeyesekere 1984, 1990; Roland 1979; Kurtz 1992; Trawick 1990).

In this psychoanalytic formulation, it is integrationwith themother (and
subsequent emasculation) rather than individuation that constructs male
desire and kinship relations. In a further elaboration of this “consensus,”
Sudhir Kakar (1989) accounts for gendered differences in the structure of
fantasy by arguing that while “desire for fusion with the mother” is what
constructs male fantasy, for women in India, it is the yearning for a jodi
(bond) with the husband. Insofar as one can essentialize this interpretation
of “Indian” relationality, therefore, hijras (and to some extent, kotis) would
appear to have internalized and enacted both fantasies—male and female—
in their desire for integration and in their subsequent bonds of kinship.40

In addition to this psychoanalytic interpretation and the ubiquity of
the “desire for fusion” or “category mediation,” as Margaret Trawick (1990)
refers to a similar cultural theme, kotis’ desire for kin bonds could reflect
a culturally specific construction of self and other, a form of relatedness
wherein Indian men and women primarily craft their identities within a
relational/social context (Marriott 1976; Shweder and Bourne 1984; Rama-
nujan 1990; Trawick 1990; Shweder, Mahapatra, and Miller 1990).41

Every time I went to see the hijras, especially in the first fewweeks ofmy
acquaintance with them, I was questioned not so much about what I was
attempting to accomplish and why, but who I was in terms of what my par-
ents were doing, where they lived, how many siblings I had, whether I was
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married or not, and whether my siblings were married or not, among other
questions. As most South Asian scholars or even casual visitors to India
have noted in the past, the aspects of oneself that elicit most interest and
commentary are not individual accomplishments but relational networks of
hierarchy and exchange. Social relationships and the nature of one’s obliga-
tions, in many respects, appear to define one’s identity and status in India.
In India, a person is who they are by virtue of their kin relations and the
social context within which they locate themselves unlike Euro-American
notions of the self or identity, these scholarsmaintain (Marriott 1976;Mines
1994; Roland 1979; Shweder and Bourne 1984).

The well-known anthropologist Clifford Geertz stated many years ago
that “the Western conception of the person as a bounded, unique, more
or less integrated motivational and cognitive universe, a dynamic center
of awareness, emotion, judgment, and action organized into a distinctive
whole and set contrastively both against other such wholes and against a
social and natural background is, however incorrigible it may seem to us, a
rather peculiar idea within the context of the world’s cultures” (1975, 48).
As some scholars would argue, the “peculiarity” of this notion is manifestly
apparent in India, a nationwhere “individualism stirs but faintly andwhere
the subordination of the individual to the superordinate family interests
and relationships is a preeminent value,” as Sudhir Kakar (1989) somewhat
dramatically puts it.

However stigmatized and marginalized they may be in Indian society,
might hijras too be constituted through and by such an ethic of relatedness?
Why was it so inconceivable for hijras to strike out on their own and live
independently? Madhavi was thrown out of her kin group, and, although
she could have lived on her own, the thought of not “belonging” to the com-
munity was unthinkable. She was a “pariah” among the Lashkarwala hijras
under the tank, as Rajeshwari told her, which led her to change her house
and put the rit in the Sheharwala house, even if it was in a position lower
than that she had held earlier.

Likewise, Tushar, a zenana koti, was fromNorth India and did not really
know anyone in Hyderabad. He used to come to the garden to find sexual
partners as well as a social group and, after seeing the other zenanas on
a few occasions, he struck up a conversation with them. On subsequent
Sundays, when he came to Public Garden, he would join the zenana group
and hang out with them until it was dark enough to look for sexual partners.
Although zenanas did not appear to treat himdifferently despite his non-kin
status, Tushar felt compelled to officially join the community. He became
Rafat’s cela in an informal ceremony (not the formal man-pan ceremony
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in the presence of the caudhary and baijis) conducted in the garden itself.
Why this perceived need for kinship? What motivates kotis to establish
kin ties, when they could often relate to their self-identified community
just as well without these ties? Perhaps, as these scholars maintain, one
of the reasons being alone—without a kin network—is so inconceivable
in India is because identity is largely relationally constructed and context-
dependent to a greater (and different) degree than it is in theWest (Marriott
1976; Shweder and Bourne 1984; Ramanujan 1990; Shweder, Mahapatra,
and Miller 1990).

This relational explanatory framework, however, much like the psycho-
analytic one, leaves several questions unanswered. Aside from their prob-
lematic cultural and gendered essentialism, neither of these theorizations
accounts for the more interesting patterns of relationship within the hijra
and koti communities. Although the “desire for fusion” or “the cultural pref-
erence for integration” rather than individuation does address, to some ex-
tent, kotis’ desire for kinship andperhaps the existence of certain significant
bonds, it does not really explain why they adopt the specific kin and the
rituals or practices they do, nor does it satisfactorily explain the power dif-
ferentials evident in other relationships within the community. Likewise,
the relational argument potentially accounts for the ubiquitous need for
“our people,” but it reveals nothing significant about the specific structures
of caring and the particular constructions of kinship that I have described
among hijras and kotis.

While it is difficult and to some extent pointless to account for kotis’
need for kinship (or, for that matter, to account for such desires among
non-kotis), the elaborations of relatedness within the community and the
explicit statements highlighting the significance of such bonds confirm that
kinship and elaborations of familial ties are central axes of hijra and koti
identity. In a recent publication, Kira Hall notes that “the family is, after all,
what distinguishes the hijra from most other members of Indian society,
who are intimately involved in the extended families so instrumental to
social organization” (1997, 444). This statement ignores the existence of the
specific elaborations of hijra and koti kinship, the patterns of caring and
relatedness within the community, and their fundamental resonance with
broader mainstream societal patterns, structures, and sentiments. Joining
the koti community obviously does not preclude the possibility of having an
extended “family” and a social network much like “most other members of
Indian society.” The existence of the various koti relationships, patterned
as they are on familial/affinal bonds, and the broader need for kinship
that they express, appear to emulate rather than oppose or deny those of
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mainstream Indian society, while simultaneously throwing them into relief
and challenging their very definitions of “normativity.”

And yet, while there are clearly elements of mainstream ideologies and
structures in hijra’s articulation of kinship, it is perhaps too easy to analyze
these patterns as either theworkings of “power” or the apparent reactions to
the contrary as “resistant” discourses/actions (see Foucault 1980; Anderson
1983; Williams 1989; Hobsbawm and Ranger 1992; Ginsberg and Rapp
1995). Seeing hijra and koti families as either necessarily counterhegemonic
or necessarily assimilationist appears to be not just simplistic but uninter-
esting and counterproductive. Such understandings set hijra defiance of
procreative and hegemonic definitions of “family” against their incorpo-
ration of such terminologies, rituals, and symbols. Instead, I would argue,
understanding these optionsnot as dichotomous ideological oppositionsbut
as subtle tensions reflected through the various polysemic, affective bonds
of hijras and other kotis is imperative. Ultimately, as Margaret Trawick
notes, “The need to love is as important a force in human society as is the
will to power. Power wants to destroy or consume or drive away the other,
the one who is different, whose will is different. Love wants the other to
remain, always nearby, but always itself, always other” (1990, 242). Hence,
rather than understanding hijra and koti structures of caring and kinship,
of self and other, through the framework of power and archetypes of re-
sistance, as simple reflections of mythical mainstream patterns, it is more
productive to see these kinship patterns as a complex web of significations,
a web of emotional tensions between real people, fraught with ambiguous
meanings—an “architecture of conflicting desires” as Trawick notes (152)—
that fundamentally constitutes hijra/koti identity. If desire or love plays a
central role in the lives of hijras and kotis, it is through the various, am-
biguous, and conflicting patterns of kinship—the affective bonds of guru
and cela, “milk” mother and daughter, sister and gurubhai, mother and son,
husband and wife—that this love is made manifest. Only through under-
standing the relations between the idealized systems of kinship that hijras
and kotis hold to, and the nature of desire and lived experience in which
these ideals are often not sustained, can we begin to comprehend the “local
pleasures andafflictions” and the cultural patterningsof their lives (Nuckolls
1996). With this goal in mind, the next chapter allows hijras and kotis to
speak for themselves and allows us to glimpse “what it means to make
sexual difference matter” (Cohen 1995b, 277), revealing the multiplicity of
ideals and the fundamental complexity of lived experiences.
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Shifting Contexts, Fluid Identities

In an essay intriguingly titled “The Pleasures of Castration,” Lawrence
Cohen (1995b) poses two potentially antithetical analytic challenges for
the construction of sexual difference. First, he argues for an analysis that
“locates the bodywithin amultiplicity of differences,” rather than onewhich
“reads the etiology of the sexed body in terms of the primacy of culture,
political-economy, biology or psychology” alone (295). Second, and some-
what at cross-purposes, he emphasizes the “need to listen to the obviousness
and necessity of sexual identities and embodiments, and not drain the cor-
poreality of embodied experience by forcing it to stand for difference and
difference alone” (295). Admittedly, both these analytic goals are significant
and crucial challenges for any theory of sexuality. But how does one ade-
quately address the “corporeality of embodied experience” without overem-
phasizing this aspect of difference while simultaneously paying attention
to the multiplicity of differences within which it is embedded? Perhaps one
way is to allow some of these individuals who have the most at stake to
speak for themselves. In the following section, I recount the stories of two
kotis I met in Hyderabad in the hope that these verbatim accounts capture
something of the “local pleasures and afflictions” of their lives better than
anything I could relate in the third person. Further, by juxtaposing these
accounts, I hope to convey a sense of both the specificities of individual
corporeal pleasures and embodied experiences as well as their complex
embeddedness in a “multiplicity of differences.”

surekha’s story

Surekha is a twenty-six or twenty-seven year old hijra who has been living
under the tank for about eight years. She was born as Sadgopal, in a village
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near the city ofWarangal. Hermother diedwhile giving birth to her, and she
was raised, along with three stepbrothers, by her father and stepmother.
Her family was Christian, she said, having converted a generation ago.
Economically, her familywouldbe classified as lower-middle-class, although
she did not appear to want for any basic necessities as a child. I asked
Surekha to tell me about her life: “How you became a hijra, why, about your
family . . . all of that.” In reply, Surekha said, “Come. I will tell you my story.
It is a very sad story, but I will tell you. Other people should know, because
then they can avoid the same mistakes.” This is her story as she related it
to me in the winter of 1995.

Fromwhen I was very small, [I was] friendly with girls. I would talk to them
like a friend. From birth itself, I always liked to putmoggus, play with girls,
and help with the cooking and cleaning. I liked only men from that young
age. I used to make up games where I was the wife, and this boy I liked was
my husband, and I would make him do this and that to me. I tell the truth,
Gayatri. No man spoiled me, like some of the other kojjas here say. When I
did things, it was because I also wanted to do them. I also used to go to the
station. The station was like the garden here, where all kotis meet. That is
how I met Renuka, Kamala [other hijras]. Like that I lived for a couple of
years, until I was fourteen or fifteen, at home.

[I was] studying in the tenth standard [grade] at the time. For the tenth
standard exam, my father had given me money for my fees. What did I do
with that? I wanted to learn dance, I wanted to learn bharatnatyam [a clas-
sical form of dance, popular in South India]; so the money that my father
gaveme, without paying the [exam] fees, I paid [that amount] for bharatnat-
yam fees. My cousin [father’s elder brother’s son] went and told my father.
Saying, “Ah, youwant to give stage programs, youwant to become a cinema
heroine,”my father beatme up nicely. Even though he hitme, I didn’t listen.
I wanted to learn dance. I wrote the tenth standard exam, but I failed. My
interest was not on studies. Studies were boring. [I wanted] to roam around,
explore. My mind was not on one person. It was becoming very strange. I
was only interested in doing things like a woman and roaming with men.
I was not interested in studies. In the seventh [grade] I passed [my exam]
first class. By the tenth [grade], I had become older, no? So all these mad
thoughts and desires and words had surfaced.

After that, after I had failed the tenth, my father really wanted me to do
well. I was the eldest in the house, no? My mother had died, right? That is
why he really wanted me to do well. So, he put me [to work] in a cloth shop;
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I didn’t work. [He putme in] a lorrymechanic shop; I didn’t work. He putme
in a cycle shop; I didn’t work. Again he paid the fees for my tenth standard
exam. Even though he had paid the fees, I didn’t write the exam. Why?
When I don’t have an interest in writing the exam, why should I do it? For
their satisfaction alone? In the end, my father said, “Why were you born?
Whose reputation were you born to spoil? Whose name were you born
to spoil? [You should] die. You aren’t finding a well [to throw yourself in]
or poison to kill yourself, is it? Then at least fall under a train and die.” He
said this three times.

After he said that, I drank some pesticide medicine, but everyone made
me vomit it out outside the house, and I survived. Having survived, I didn’t
want to continue living [in that house].Chi! I don’t want to live in this house
anymore, [I thought]. Are my desires going to get any less as time goes on?
No. In front of them, their izzat will go. I will not pass for a woman. My
father used to say “Do not go out on the road. You will make me lose my
izzat.” Why should I make anybody lose his or her izzat? If I could just
go somewhere and kill myself. I didn’t want to live anymore. But I didn’t
come away because I wanted to live [among hijras]. I didn’t want to wear
saris. I didn’t know anything about [hijras] here. I just wanted to go live far
away from these people [my family]. When I appear so like this to these
people, why should I live there? I don’t have amother. I don’t have any real,
immediate family. I don’t have a real sister or brother, older or younger.
Who do I have that I need to stay on for? Nobody is there whoworries about
me. Chi! I don’t want to. I won’t live there any more. Thinking that, I came
away here [Hyderabad]. Renuka [and] another koti I knew in Warangal—
Kennedy—had told me about his life here. Kennedy told me it was nice
here, work in the morning, go to the garden in the evening, meet other
kotis, “enjoy” with men in the evening, like that. He also told me that there
were some kotis who lived in Secunderabad. That is why I got off the train
here.

Here, you know Kamala, right? [Kamala is a hijra who used to live at
the tank, but currently owns and operates a tea and sweet-stall about five
hundred meters from the tank.] Well, her village and mine are close by—
next to each other. When I arrived here I was wandering around at the
station, hungry. I didn’t know anyone [in Hyderabad]. I didn’t know about
these people [hijras], and I didn’t come here to meet them. Anyway, Kamala
was from the same village, right? I had only one rupee with me. With that
one rupee I thought I would go and drink tea. So I went to a cart and I
happened to go to her cart. She recognized me, asked how I was, what I was
doing here. I said I was fine and that I had come to find work here.
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[Gayatri: At that time you used to wear kada-catla clothes?]
Yes. I used to wear a pant-shirt. But I also used to wear a bindi, katika

[eye-liner], and everything. I used to wear lipstick-wipstick and everything.
But I used towear a pant and shirt. [Shewas impatient to get back to her nar-
rative, and shrugging off this line of questioning, continued with her story.]

“Okay, I will give you some work,” Kamala said. “Will you work at my
cart? You should wear a sari like this, and you canmake a lot of money. Stay
as long as you want, and then you can go to your parent’s house whenever
youwant.” I said okay. That day itself, I washedmyhair, combed it properly,
pulled out all the hair [on my face], and came to the tanki.

But then there was no tanki or anything. Then there was a room here.
That was eight years ago, the time that I am talking about. Kamala brought
me and introduced to me to all the people here. [She said,] “These people
are your mothers and your sisters. You are the youngest here so you have
to touch their feet.” [Only] Munira, Kamala, Ramani, Sushmita, Vasundara,
Jyothi, and Papamma were here, no one else. Even Rajeshwari [another
senior hijra in this hierarchy] wasn’t here at the time. I was introduced to all
these people, and I said okay and stayed here. Then Kamala said, “Because
it is the first day, I am taking all the money. I will give you three meals a
day. From tomorrow, you give me twenty-five rupees.” Like that, I was with
Kamala for a month or two months. At that time, I met Rajesh [Surekha’s
husband]. I met him as a customer, first.

[Gayatri: Did he know that you were a kojja?]1

Yes. He knew. Knowing I was a kojja, he brought somemoney and came
to me. What do I know? Usually all these men come [to us]. The same way,
he came too. Then he was much younger though. Even I was young then
and didn’t know very much. Wisdom, knowledge, all that I didn’t have. So
then both of us, you know. He gave me money. First he said he would give
me twenty rupees, but he gave me only ten rupees. I started fighting with
him. Then I felt sorry for him. [He said], “This isn’t my place. I’m from a
different place, Karnataka.” So I said doesn’t matter and let him go. Then
after that, every dayhewould comeup tome andwishme, saying, “Namaste
bhabhi” [literally, “sister-in-law,” but also a respectful formof address]. Look,
whoever it is, I see to their stomach. Food.Whoever it is, I ask them if they’ve
eaten, and if they have money. Otherwise I say “Here are ten rupees, go and
eat.” I think like this. Anyway after a week or two of his coming like this,
I said, “See, you have no-one, I have no-one. Chi! I won’t go to my father’s
house anymore. You are everything to me. Both of us will live together.” He
said fine. I was living with Kamala at the time. She became aware of this
matter. After getting to know about it, she hit me and said, “No, don’t do
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this. I got married and am suffering a lot. He has been hitting me. We have
been fighting. Both of us belong to the same village. So, at least you [I hope]
will remain well/fine. That is why you don’t need this madness.” Saying
that, she fought with me. Either you want a husband or you want me [she
said]. I thought “Why fight like this,” so I took him and went to Bombay.

Iwent to Bombay, takingRajesh. I stayed there for threemonths. I stayed
with kojjas there. Bombay kojjas are there, aren’t they? I stayed with them
for two to three months. Went to the market and asked for money, asked
for money here and there. Every day, whatever I earned, I would give to
Krishna [a hijra fromAndhra Pradesh, living in Bombay]. I was stayingwith
her. For him [Rajesh] and me, all we need is a little shade to sleep. But who
will give us this? If it was me alone, that would be one thing, but there is
him too, his food, his chai. This is not our place, right? So I used to give
away all the money. That Krishna also beat me up. If I didn’t give them
money every day, they would beat me. Can one make money every day,
Gayatri? Even though I did everything there. I did this work also there [sex
work], but less. As soon as it was time, I used to come home. He was there,
right? So as soon as it was time, I used to come home. In the mornings what
do we do sitting without any work? So we used to go ask for money in the
marketplace. Here [Hyderabad], there is no asking for money in the market
or anything. Everything is here only, on the tracks. In the evenings we go
up [to the station platform] and then we come down. That is it.

I was in Bombay for three months, but I didn’t like it there. This man
[Rajesh], at his [young] age itself, he got drunk once. He cut himself [at-
tempted suicide] once. I felt very bad. If I were to leave this man here, what
would the people back there say? Wouldn’t they say, “She went and left
this poor boy who knows nothing at all there?” So I told him, “See, its not
nice here. So both of us will go back to Hyderabad. Once we reach there,
you can go wherever you want. But you should come back to Hyderabad
with me. I took you to Bombay, so I should take you back to Hyderabad,”
I said. So we came back here. I gave themwhat little money I had, and I was
looked after well. I was Kamala’s daughter, right? And Kamala and Munira
call each other vadina-mardalu [sisters-in-law]. So from then I was adopted
as Munira’s cela and looked after well, with love.

[Meanwhile] Rajesh had kept a woman. [She was] called Sapna. She was
also like this. Meaning she was also involved in vyabicaram [sex work in
Telugu]. She engaged in prostitution at the station too. Between the two of
us, there were a lot of fights. She had a room in Lalaguda. If he came to
me, she was angry, and if he went to her, I was angry. “So, have you gone
and met the kojjadi [hijra thing] and come,” she used to say. I used to say,
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“So have you gone and met the lanjadi [crude word for prostitute].” But
even between the two of us, Rajesh and me. To me he says, “Continue prac-
ticing dhanda [work or prostitution in hijra terminology],” and to her he
says, “Don’t do it,” and takes her home. Will I like that? Because I didn’t
like it, I would fight. Because of the fights, in the end she went away. After
she left, Muniramma said, “All this is not nice; so if we marry the two of
you, each of you will be afraid of the other and you will remain together.”
Saying this, Muniramma took me to Chowtuppal [a town forty-odd kilo-
meters from Hyderabad, where Munira and a few other senior hijra sex
workers rent rooms where they can get away for the week-ends], and made
him her son. Saroja [Munira’s daughter in the hijra kinship network] made
him her younger brother, and Rajeshwaramma [Munira’s sister] made him
her son. After that, they performed our marriage, with a mangalsutra and
everything. So I became their daughter-in-law. After that I lived like that.
There were big fights. I hadn’t had any “operation-geeperation” then. We
were fighting a lot, and hewould beatme everyday. See; see all these bumps
[on my head]?

But, we continued living like that, because I loved him, Gayatri. I con-
tinued doing this work, this tank work, giving him my money. He used to
come at night. Then in the morning, we both happily ate what I cooked, he
had a bath, I washed his clothes, like that. Then, there was a system, Gayatri
[said ruefully]. At seven I go up [to the railway station for “work”], and at ten
I have to come and sit aside. In themorning I can’t see anyone’s [anyman’s]
face or talk to anyone near the platform. I cannot put flowers in my hair;
I cannot put any powder on my face in the mornings. Now he is making
the other person—you know the one I told you about earlier [a few months
ago, Rajesh had started seeing another hijra in the city of Vijaywada] go
according to this system. If [I] wear a nice sari, he says “Chi, take it off.” Like
this he acts now. Seeing all this, these people [hijras] also used to shout at
me: “Look at him! He doesn’t work, he just eats and roams around and eats
your money.2 Leave him!” If he hits me, he hits me; if he shouts at me, he
shouts at me. But later I know he feels bad. “I don’t have anyone. How can
you leave me and go, Surekha?” he used to say. So how can I leave him? I
stayed here.

Then, a few months later, I had my operation. I had decided to become
cibri before only, but then one day I had gone to the market to buy some
things. When I was there, I decided to earn some extra money, so I went to
the shopkeepers to ask for money, even though it was not the Lashkarwala
territory.3 When I walked up to one shopkeeper though, maybe because he
didn’t recognize me, he said “Show me that you are a real kojja.” I was still
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akkva [not operated on] then. Having completely lost respect and feeling
ashamed, I quietly cameback. After that, I decided to become cibri [operated
on], and after a few months I went for my nirvan [operation].

I took Rajesh with me for the operation, because he was about to be
arrested here. You know that drunkard next door, Rajesh [another Rajesh
who lives in the neighboring colony]? My Rajesh became friends with him
and started roaming aroundwith him. See,whoever one roams aroundwith,
people consider them together. That Rajesh is a goonda [ruffian]. People say
he has killed at least one person, and done other bad things. This man [“my
Rajesh”] was also caught with him, and the police were going to take him
away. So I took him with me to Vijaywada. See, whichever person [hijra]
gets the operation done for me, then tomorrow they will say, “We did it for
you, we looked after you, we did this, we did that, we took somuch trouble.”
So I told Rajesh, “See, so many days you have been with me right? So you
only should see to me, whether I’m happy or unhappy. You have to look
after me. That’s your headache. If I get the operation done too, it is your
headache,” I told him. Saying that, I took him with me to get the operation
done. I took him to the hospital, but then he was scared, so I sent him away.
He came back to Hyderabad, and the police caught him and put him in jail.
So, instead of him, Vasundara looked after me [after the operation].

I was in hospital [in Vijaywada] for eight days. From the hospital I was
brought here. Gayatri, what can I tell you! Hot, hot water, after boiling it
until itwas very hot, they threw it [on thewound].Muniramma thrashedme,
on the wound. She pulled me and thrashed me with a lota [metal jug]. [She
hit me] on the wound and it opened. “Without telling any of us, taking her
husband and getting [the operation] done!” she said. Shewas very angry and
said all kinds of things. God knows all that. I won’t say it with my mouth. I
didn’t say anything to them. I thought, these people have got it done, so they
know everything about it. Even if I opened my mouth, they would shout
at me and say “Keep quiet, you don’t know anything.” In this bathroom
itself—where we have a bath—they hit me. Blood was just flowing down.
They said “Ha! It doesn’t matter. If all that dirt and maleness comes out,
then the swelling will decrease, and then it will be good.” I thought maybe
that is true. Then they took me to Chowtuppal. In the morning Munira and
Saroja came there. Again they held me against the wall and beat me. They
hit me on the eighth day, they hit me on the ninth day, they hit me on
the tenth day, and by the eleventh day, there was a big hole there, enough
for a hand to fit in. You could see the flesh inside. Then they all thought I
was going to die, and Lekha and others started crying. Surekha will not live
anymore [they thought]. I needed to be taken to a doctor. Who was going
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to look after me? This man was in jail. I didn’t have any money. So I went
to Muniramma and said, “If I have to die, you kill me, and if I have to live,
you have to keep me alive.” I asked her to take me to the hospital. So she
took me there, spoke to the doctor, and completely, said I have to be made
completely well. Every day I was given injections and pills, injections and
pills. My hands had become really hard from taking all these injections. But
slowly, I began to get well. Everyone came back here [to Hyderabad]. They
left me alone there [in Chowtuppal] to get well.

[Meanwhile] in front of the house—youhave seenMunira’s house, right?
Remember the house just in front of her house? I got to know a boy in that
house. “Know” meaning. See Gayatri, I didn’t have any bad intentions. That
boy also had a wife and children. He didn’t have any such intentions either.
But the two of us, no one was at home, right? So for “time-pass,” I used to
go and talk to them, carry their children. I used to call them akka [sister]
and bava [brother-in-law]. When it is necessary, one needs someone, no?
So I got to know this man. That man never had any bad intentions. Only I
used to make fun saying, “Bava , I don’t have a husband. He is in jail. Won’t
you marry me? Do this, do that.” This was just for “time-pass.” That is all. I
didn’t think like that.

After forty days, [the hijras] did a big dawat [feast] for me. [They] sac-
rificed a goat, put up a big tent, put “sound-boxes.” They all came. Rajesh-
waramma gave me a sari. All the expenses were borne by my guru only,
Muniramma. Kabir tied anklets on my feet. [It was] very nice. How much
ever they did though, I cried a lot because Rajesh wasn’t there. Tell me,
Gayatri, at such a happy time if he isn’t there? I cried and cried. Seeing me
crying this way, the people opposite—the husband and wife—asked why I
was crying like this. “Oh! It is because her husband isn’t here with her,” they
told them. That night I went to their house. Wearing flowers in my hair, a
new sari, like a bride, I went to their house and [saying] “Bava [brother-in-
law],” I touched his feet. He poured a huge amount—this many coins—into
the kongu of my sari. Then I went home. Muniramma and others told me
to rest here for a few days before coming back to Hyderabad because my
health was still not so good. Saying this, they left me in Chowtuppal and
went back to Hyderabad.

The next night, [seeing as] I had just had the operation, someone took
me to have some drinks, some kallu [toddy]. I came back home, to Munira’s
house. I had taken off my clothes. I had taken off my sari and put it aside
and lay down inmy petticoat. I went to sleep. In themiddle of the night, that
boy came and lay beside me. I didn’t know. When I woke up in the middle
of the night, I found him next to me. If I make a racket, his house is right
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opposite. If I make a racket, whose reputation is ruined? Only mine. But
his reputation will also be spoiled [tarnished]. So why do it [I thought], and
I kept quiet. With that boy I did this work first, after my operation.

After doing it with this boy, then I came and met Rajesh in jail. He
said, “When I come out of jail, if I know that he has spoilt you, I will kill
him.” So I said, “Chi, there is nothing like that.” What should I have done,
Gayatri? Before this happened, he hadmet that person in Vijaywada. Before
my operation itself, he had gone and met her once. So I thought, this man,
even if he stays for twodays, hewill go away.Whereas thatman inChowtup-
pal, he told me to stay back there and not go to Hyderabad. “You stay in
my house. My wife will make a little food, so you stay with us,” [he said].
So I thought “Why should I come to this tank, get involved with all these
fights?” But hiswife, anywifewould feel thatwayof course, if one’s husband
is thinking of another woman. She said something in anger to him. So I
said, “Why say anything to him, sister? It isn’t his fault.” She said, “It
is my husband, so I will say what I want. Who are you to say anything?”
When she said this, when she got angry, I said, “Am I chasing your husband
because I don’t have one? I have a husband too,” I said. So in fifteen days,
I saved three thousand rupees and got him [Rajesh] out of jail. Nobody else
helped me. I myself saved the money and got him out. We lived together
quite happily for a while.

But when this man [Rajesh] came out of jail, everyone, all the hijras told
him. They told him that I did this and that in Chowtuppal. So this man
used to hit me every day. After hitting me and hitting me, he thought, “I
will kill her if I continue hitting her,” and he started his trips to Vijaywada.
He used to go, she used to come. It used to go on like that. Me, after many
years, I went home the other day. Both of us went, to mymother’s house for
Dussehra [an important Hindu festival]. You know what happened when
both of us went? He said, “I’ll get a lot of money selling fruit, so you go
ahead, and I will join you soon.” So I said okay and went ahead. He then
took all his money and my money and went to Vijaywada, to her. Then
with her, he came to my house. There was a lot of tension in my house. My
people knew that we were married. Then, if he brings someone else, how
will it look? So I didn’t want to stay. So the next morning we left, and then
he took me to her house. Then he says, “You should stay together. You are
like her and she is like you. What will you do if I take a woman tomorrow?
You will be company for her and she for you.”What does she want though?
She wants him all the time. He shouldn’t have anything to do withme. How
can I live with a person like that? He also wants that. When [I] asked him,
he said, “It has been many years with you. You have become old now. If
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she is feeling passionate, let it be.” How can I agree to that? All these years
we were both together, and now that I am a little older, he says, “I don’t
want to be with you anymore.” Howwill I feel? Anyway, for fifteen days—I
wasn’t here, remember? I thought, let us even try living like this and see. So
I went [to Vijaywada] and we lived together to see how it was. That one, she
looked after me all right. But she didn’t give me anything, and I didn’t give
her anything. We both earned our individual incomes, and both of us gave
it to him only. Between the two of us, everything was fine, but the problem
arose when we went to bed. How will he sleep with both of us? If he talked
with me, she was angry; if he talked to her, I was angry. But because she
was new, he preferred her too. Then I would be in between both of them,
right? So in the middle of the night, I left. Without their knowing it, I
came away. But then, after coming halfway, I turned and went back. Chi!
Here also I couldn’t live easily. If I could live with the Chowtuppal man, I
thought. But he also has a wife and children. If he roams around with me,
it is improper for him, isn’t it, Gayatri? It is wrong, isn’t it? If he didn’t
have children, and if I didn’t have this station work, I could go with him.
Poor things, his wife and children. I try and understand everybody Gayatri,
but there is no one who tries to understand me. I give my fifty rupees [to
my guru], get up, wash my clothes, I mind my own business. [I also want]
things from life, [even] I want a child, I want a husband. I want to make a
life for myself. [But] this man is like this, that woman is like that. Between
the two of them, I want to go away somewhere. Everywhere it is the same
life though. Also, if I go away, it is as if I were afraid isn’t it? [But] what is
this life worth, if it is the same as death?4

Not only does Surekha’s narrative reveal the incredible pathos of her life, an
aspect that is not emphasized by other accounts of hijras, it also highlights
what appears to be one of the most important current preoccupations of
several hijras: their relationships with the significant men in their lives.
Almost all kandra hijras’ accounts of their desires, motivations, and life
trajectories were overwhelmingly focused on their relationships with their
pantis, the abuse they suffered on account of these relationships, and, in
several cases, their ultimate abandonment by these men. Although they
would begin their narration with how they were “like this from birth, [we]
liked to do women’s work,” catalog their sexual “dysfunction” (“our bodies
did not work”), subsequent “desire for men,” and the furtive attempts to
gain sexual pleasure, most of their narratives would shift to often abusive,
unrequited but “necessary” relationships with men, events that clearly
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shaped their desires and identities. This emphasis on relationships with
pantis is evident not just in hijras’ narratives, but in those of several other
kotis as well. Below, I present excerpts from Frank’s story, in which his
overwhelming desire for “[his] man” and how much he is willing to suffer
on account of this relationship are apparent.

frank’s story

Frank is a self-identified “Anglo” (Anglo-Indian) man in his late thirties or
early forties. He was obviously handsome in his youth but has “let [himself]
go” recently, after “selling [his] kidney for [his] husband.” I met him at one
of the dawats (feasts) hosted by kada-catla kotis in Gaudipet. He was one
of the few self-identified kotis who spoke English, and we struck up a
conversation soon after we were introduced. He gave me his number at
work (a warehouse for sanitary products), and we planned on meeting at
his house, a tiny, one-room apartment near the station, where he said he
would tell me his story. We met a week or so later. Although I tried to ask
him about his life as a child and about how he “got into this line,” as he
phrased it, he was extremely reluctant to talk about these issues, not so
much for reasons of embarrassment or confidentiality, I think, as because
he didn’t think them interesting or important enough. One topic that he
never tired of however, was his “husband,” returning to it on each of the ten
or so times I interviewed him. Frank told me his story in English, unlike the
other hijras and kotis, who spoke tome inHindi or Telugu.Here are excerpts
from Frank’s story.

From when I was very small, Gayatri, I used to like going with men. I never
went with a woman, unlike some of these other kotis. Even in my school,
I used to look only at the boys. They also knew that. And I used to play
games, flirting with them and all. I had sex with another boy then. After
that I used to have [it] quite frequently. Run off after school, roam the
streets, like that. My father, uncles, everybody used to get very angry and
beat me at home. But I didn’t stop. I couldn’t stop. How could I? I enjoyed
only like this. Sometimes I used to put on a little makeup—steal my sister’s,
you know—and go to see men like that. Then after school, I didn’t finish
my school because, like this. But I got a job, a very good job in the airport
because of my English and all [he maintained a stall at the airport which
sold everything from books to pharmaceuticals]. No one could speak like
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me so well. And I used to talk nicely to the customers. “What can I get you,
sir, madam,” like that. Even the airhostesses used to like me so much and
get me perfume and all when they came back from abroad. I used to earn
nicely, but everything I gave to my man.

[Frank and “his man” Ravi met one night, about nine years ago, in 1989.
As Frank tells the story, he was] walking back from work one day. It was
quite late in the night. When I came to the station, I met Vinod. She is my
childhood friend.5 We saw this man standing at a distance, and I told Vinod
that I wouldn’t mind having that man, for a go. So, then Vinod talked to this
man. And then this man told Vinod, “Why don’t you introduce me to this
person.” Vinod said, “Okay, she’s my very close friend. I will introduce you.”
I told you no? That time I was very attractive. I was the center of attraction,
Gayatri. I amnot sayingwith pride, but Iwas very center of attraction.When
I used to walk on the road, people, guys used to whistle to me, and all those
things. I used to take all that. Actually, some time back this Ravi had seen
John [another friend of Frank’s] and me many times. He followed us also,
I believe. So, then this man told me, he said, “Anytime, anywhere, I’m all
yours,” and all that. Then, we didn’t do anything immediately. We used to
meet, have tea, go to the [toddy] compound together, like that. But we didn’t
do anything. He used to give us tea and all these things, talk to us. Then, in
the same year, it was in themonth ofMay, in the first week ofMay. Ravi, he
said “Come, we’ll go and have toddy.” So, we used to go to this compound,
na? Where they have toddy. Myself, Ravi, Vinod, and Mugga, we four of
us went. And while we were drinking, Vinod asked that guy [Ravi], “You
would like to marry somebody?” Actually, at the time, he was another [koti]
character ofmine’s friend, boyfriend. She [this other koti] also cared for him,
but that bitch wanted money. Every time he used to give her money. He
used to take her to the house, sleep, have sex, give her rations and all those
things, but she is more fairer and good-looking. Her name is Shailesh. Then
what happened, in the compound, Vinod asked him [Ravi], “Why don’t
youmarry somebody?” He said, joking, “What ma, I must marry you, huh?”
he asked. “No, no! Notme.Marrymy sister, that is, Frankie here. She is alone
and it would be a good match,” she said. So we discussed everything. He
said okay, “I will getmarried to her.” That was on a Saturday. Next Saturday,
fourth of May, we planned to go. He said, “We will meet at Jubilee bus-stop,
we will get all the things, and we will go to Yadigirigutta” [a popular Hindu
pilgrimage spot a hundred kilometers or so outside Hyderabad]. So we met
there. He bought a black-beadmangalsutra [the necklace that is tied by the
bridegroom on the bride, a marker of themarital bond in Hindumarriages].
It was only costing fifty rupees. Vinod told me you have to buy a real-gold
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ring. I bought a ring. Then we went. Fifth May was the wedding. May fifth,
around 11:30 or 12 p.m.we got married, legally. Legally in the sense, he tied
the mangalsutra and all. Before tying everything, we gave it to the pujari
[priest] to keep it near the god’s feet. Then the pujari gave it in the temple
premises itself. While he was tying the mangalsutra , the wedding band
was playing outside. Somebody else was getting married. So that band was
hearing [heard] in the temple itself, so that sound was affecting us. So it was
like my marriage only, legally. Then, he put the mangalsutra [and] I put
the ring. That night, we had sex. Everything, everything, very sweetly it
went off and all these things. We came back to Hyderabad. He was very
nice to me. [With] his mother’s pension he bought me a new watch and all
that. Everything was going on smooth and soft. Every day it was going on
like this, meeting and everything. He was working. I was working, coming
back. He used to wait forme. I used to bring him rations and all those things
and give him. Everything he used to take and go. Then I went and met his
wife, his children. He is a married man having three children, you know.
Everything was going smoothly.

Then, a fewyears ago, I caught himhaving sex right here—inmy room—
with another character. This character, another koti, is a friend ofmine. You
know her also, Sashank. Right here, Gayatri! How should I feel? I went and
drank poison. I collapsed. Then he left me. He didn’t want to come and see
me even. But Vinod made him come. He came to my house. I was living at
homewithmy sisters and all then. ThisMahakali puja is there, no? That day
he came to my house. My brother-in-law told me. My brother-in-law knows
I have a boyfriend. My brother-in-law told me, “I don’t want any scene in
front of the house. Just wear on your clothes, go sit in the auto, and go away
with that man! Because, see, a scene, anything takes place in this locality,
there will be nothing else. Your sister will die,” and all those things. So I
left my family, my house, and came to live here.

Vinod and Mugga, they told me, “Leave him off. You don’t want him.”
But then I said “No. How can I leave my man after I got married to him?”
I cannot do that. Then, after marriage also, five years I controlled myself.
It was only that one man. After five years, Vinod told me, “What is this
Frankie? You have sacrificed your life in such a way. You are a person that
used to have five, five a day, five men a day!” “Then what you want me
to do?” [I said]. She said, “I’ll get you another.” But still I said no. Actually,
Ravi, he always used to tell me that he lovedme. He never lovedme, Gayatri.
He never loved me. It was only one-sided love. He only loved me for my
money. And every time we used to meet after my marriage, he used to
tell me, “My house is mortgaged, I need money, I need money.” I had no



Shifting Contexts, Fluid Identities / 199

other sources. Then I planned it in such a way, I planned three months in
advance, and I sold my kidney, for the cost of sixty-five thousand rupees.
Then I gave him the full money for him. [I] told him to go release his house.
After releasing his house also, he had only debts. I thought if he releases his
house, he won’t have any debts [and] he will help me also. But he was not
in the helping stage; he was in the taking stage. He was in the taking spree.
Every day he wanted money. Okay, I loved him. I gave him the money. I
gave him my hard-earned money. I never duped anybody, neither I robbed
any money. Everything was my own money, which I saved up in the bank,
and which I earned with my own earnings, and I worked for the money.
I never said no to him. Everything. Evenwhenhewantedmoney sometimes,
and I didn’t have, I sold my blood. One bottle cost eleven [rupees and] sixty
[paise]; two bottles at a time I gave him. So this was just continuing like
this. Every time he would just fight with me and leave me off. And every
time, he will give me one time, he will never come [at that] time. Every time
he used to treat me very rude. Anybody comes to my room, he will doubt
them. Talk at the back of me, never tell anything in front of my face. Accha ,
not only am I buying his clothes, he will want for his family. Okay, his wife,
his children, his young brother, his mummy! Then you tell me what you
want me to do? Rations I supply. They say must not give and then tell. But
if he keeps on leaving you and goes, then what do you want me to do?

I tried to take him tomy home. But they didn’t like him. I knowmy sister
didn’t like him. I think he was trying to get her once. They told me not to
bring him and come. I said okay, fine. Then once, my full family went off
to some place. Only then he came and stayed with me for full twenty-one
days. We used to eat, drink, enjoy sex to the maximum limit. Sex was no
bar. The love-making was, no couple has enjoyed I think, in their maximum
life. Now you tell me. At the age of forty, he doesn’t want to have sex with
me. He says I’m dummy. I don’t want, I don’t want to have sex with you.
I’m fed up of you. I used to tell him, “Okay, you don’t want [me]; I’ll go with
somebody else.” “Go ahead!Whowill want you?” [he said]. I used to tell him,
if I give five rupees, a ragpicker will come and fire me. “Get fired! What do
I care?” These are the words he spoke to me last. How will I feel, Gayatri?

When his mother was very sick, I gave him ten thousand rupees once. I
gave five thousand once, then two thousand once. See yourmother is cured.
Your mother is my mother. I couldn’t help my mother, but your mother?
I’m having themoney to help her. Get her cured. Her arm and leg fell off. He
didn’t tell me. Then Iwent and sawher. She cried in the hospital. I said don’t
worry. I’ll get you the best of treatment. He used to take the money, but I
didn’t know. He put her in the Railway hospital [a government hospital].
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And when she died, he didn’t tell me, Gayatri. Today, tomorrow, I think he
is going to come. Forty days he didn’t come, Gayatri. How do you think I
will face life? How do you think I will go through it? For days I went without
food, worrying when he didn’t turn up. Twelve days I starved. After twelve
days, do you think a person will have any strength left? Remaining days,
only tea, coffee, tea, coffee. Finally, you knowAvinash [another koti friend]?
Hemet her by accident and told her that hismother had died. Then she came
and told me. Twenty-sixth December, 1994. I met him in the compound.
He started crying, I consoled him. I said, “Take this money.” I forgave him.
I took him back.

One day, his wife caught us red-handed when we were doing sex. Then
she was also against me. After that she told me not to come, not to put my
foot in her house. But, my money was genuine to them. My things, my gifts
were very genuine to them. And I amone of the eldest son’s guardians in the
school. I put him in Seventh-Day Adventist School. Now he is in the fourth
standard, and he comes first in class. I didn’t have to give any donation.
He wanted the child to study in a Catholic school. Because I’m an Anglo, I
could get him in. Then, his own brother-in-law came and hit me in my own
house. Why did you give Ravi that money? Where did you get the money?
What is the relationship between you and this man? My elder sister came
out, and she said, “I’ll slipper you all! Get out of here! I don’t know who are
you all, and I don’t know who is Ravi. If you all don’t go, I’ll call the police.”
Only then they went off. Then, the same day I went. I created a big scene in
front of his house. I told him, “You bastard!” I called him [that]. I said, “You
are a bastard!” I said, “These people came and hit me.” I said, “Who are these
people to hit me?” Then also he took it lightly. He took it cool. He said, “You
are the kind of character to get a kicking.” Then you tell me how you think
I’ll feel? I loved him a lot, Gayatri. I still love him. How can I forget him?
Come on, you show me a way. I told him, “You want to leave me, go. But
show me my way.” “Why? Why should I show you a way? Go get fucked!
By some Tom, Dick, or Harry.” He told Vinod and Raju, “I don’t want him. I
can’t come with him. The society doesn’t want him. I don’t want him now.
I can’t.” On the birthday, on the third day after [my] birthday, he tells me,
“If I bed with you, I’ll get AIDS. I won’t bed with you.”

As a husband, as a Telugu man, I married him in the Telugu rites no?
As an Anglo-Indian, I went into Telugu rites. I became a Hindu. I married
him in that custom, and all the Telugu lawful rites I have done. And still,
lawful rights I behave with him. After all that I have been through, why?
Why, I ask god, why is god rude with me? I have not harmed anybody.
I have not disappointed anybody in life—neither my characters [implying
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other kotis], nor the men. I loved somebody, and every man that came up
to me in my life has played a game. They played with me as much as they
wanted to. They enjoyed sex as much as they wanted to, and they booted
me out. In such a way, in a very rude manner, that I can’t describe it. And
this man, he has crossed all the limits, all the bounds. Vinod even told
him, “See, son, you can’t leave her [Frank] in this stage. She’s in agony in
the garden. Any day she will collapse.” “Even if she is dead, don’t come
and inform me. I don’t want to come for her funeral,” he said. “I adored
you, I worshipped you,” I said, “you are my god. My people know, but my
people are not proud of you. Okay, I walked out ofmy house because of you.
I left my house because of you. I left my family because of you. I left my
friends because of you, I left my neighbors because of you, I left my cousins,
my aunties, my uncles, everybody I left because of you. I’m living alone,
because of you.” My mother’s last words were “Frankie, you will be alone
in this world. You will die alone. Nobody will come for your funeral, not
your friends, not Ravi. Last, the dogs will sniff you, or the MCH [Municipal
Corporation of Hyderabad] will throw you in the dustbin. These are your
mother’s words—take it or forget it.” Tell me what you want me to do? My
heart bleeds, but I can’t cry any more. I have no tears left.

I used to wait for this man, from seven o’clock right up to one o’clock
at night. And he comes at two-thirty and tells me “The train was late, my
cousin died. I came. You should be happy.” He tells me, “the people that you
have borrowed money from, I want to see that they strip you and give you
a kicking.” I changed his dressing style, Gayatri. I changed the way he lived.
I made him into a modern husband. I gave him the world’s best things, the
world’s love. No doubt I didn’t have it, but I begged, borrowed, I worked for
it; I never robbed, neither did I steal, but I gave it to him. Matching color
shoes, matching color socks, the clothes which I chose, I liked. The sari that
I liked for his wife, I bought, costing three thousand seven hundred, four
thousand two hundred, two thousand seven hundred, two thousand five
hundred, each sari! I just loved him, Gayatri. I still love him. I can’t forget
him. I just can’t. But god said no, there is an ending, there is a beginning?
I must think it is an ending, Gayatri. I just loved him. I still love him. How
can I forget him? You won’t believe. See, when I come to this room, and
I find the room empty. How I feel? How happy you feel, when your man
is here. I die for him to kiss me, you know. I die [for] one kiss! It’s costing
me one crore rupees; one kiss, one crore rupees, Gayatri. Just a touch on
my lips, my lips are not even wet. How do you think I feel? I used to tell
my sister. She said, “Frankie, you have to bear it up. You have accepted
him, but he didn’t accept you. You have to.” My friends say, “You forget
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him, Frankie. You have to forget him in this life.” Vinod says, “You forget
him now. I’ll get you another fellow. He may sleep with you and go, but he
won’t love you.” How can I get? When you have somebody in your heart,
how can I get another fellow? He will forget me because he is having wife
and children. Who am I having? Who am I having in this world? Nobody
Gayatri. I gave my life for these men, and now there is nobody to help me.

traumas of becoming: koti narratives of pleasure/pain

Clearly, these twonarratives resonate in certain respects.Whatever their life
trajectories, both these individuals appear to have had similar adolescent
experiences, made similar sacrifices, and experienced analogous feelings
of jealousy, hopelessness, and despair. According to Surekha’s chronicle of
her life, she became a hijra quite by chance. As she stated, she could just as
easily have lived her life as a kada-catla koti, not having had the “desire to
wear saris, . . . have the operation or anything.” Like Frank, she knew that
“she liked only men,” and this, in addition to a desire to “do women’s work”
is what occasioned both the abuse at home as well as her decision to come to
Hyderabad and join the kotis under the tank. Further, the intense longing,
extreme generosity, repeated abuse and suffering at the hands of the men
they loved, and ultimate feeling of loneliness despite the existence of their
respective communities, seem remarkably resonant across the two narra-
tives. In fact, over and over again during my fieldwork, I heard the same
wrenching pathos in several kotis’ narratives. I heard about the wretched-
ness of their lives, the stigma associatedwith being “in this line,” the traumas
of unrequited love and abandonment, of physical abuse at the hands of pan-
tis and other men, and of betrayal by friends, almost at the same time as I
heard exultant accounts of how they could “enjoy sex to themaximum”with
their partners, the remarkable strength of their friendshipswith some of the
other kotis, and the intense, if fleeting pleasures they derived from their sar-
torial and corporeal inclinations—similar stories across the koti spectrum
that spoke of embodied desires and pleasures as well as disappointments
and frustrations in their lives.

Several kotis, including Surekha and Frank, spoke of similar childhood
experiences: the brief moments of pleasure playing furtive games with
boys; the early desire to do “women’s” tasks—cooking, cleaning, and putting
moggus—stealing their sisters’ makeup and clothes for the brief pleasure of
dressing up before they were thrashed by their parents and siblings; the joy
of snatching clandestine moments in their schoolyards, public restrooms,
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bus and railway stations, and later the Public Garden to flirt with men; their
dreams of having sex with the most handsome boy in their neighborhood
or school; and, often, the reality of physical abuse, parental expectations
and obligations to the family, and the responsibility of hiding their “real”
desires, knowing them to be deviant and socially unacceptable.

The extraordinary violence that each of them suffered appeared almost
ubiquitous in all their lives. Several koti narratives would date their entry
into “this line” from the point in their lives when they were “spoiled” by
their friends, neighbors, and teachers. As Suresh, a kada-catla koti told me
quite calmly andmatter-of-factly, “I entered this line first when Iwas ‘raped’
by my teacher in school.6 I was nine or ten years old, and my teacher told
me that he wanted to talk to me after class. Then he ‘raped’ me. I didn’t
know anything at that time about ‘homosex,’ or kotis, or anything. I didn’t
enjoy at all that time, but slowly, slowly I began to enjoy, and now I am a
‘homosex’ person only.” On a different occasion, Raju, another kada-catla
koti, had the same story to tell. “I was spoiled by my brother’s friend first.
I didn’t know anything . . . I was only eight years old. After that I began to
‘enjoy’ only ‘homosex.’”7 In the next section, I tell the story of Vikas who
“got into this ‘homosex’ line” by virtue of being “spoiled” by his neighbor,
a tough navy serviceman.

Several hijra narratives also mention this act of “spoiling,” which serves
as the point of origin for their subsequent choice to become hijras. Munira,
Nagalakshmi, Kajal, Lekha, and several others subscribed to the theory of
“spoiling” as the source of the weakness in their body (penis). “If you do
like that, from the back you know. If other people do like that to you, then
slowly, slowly your body becomes weak, and you cannot do anything after
that. You become a koti or a hijra. It was like that for me,” Kajal told me in
a somewhat embarrassed tone. “First, this neighborhood goonda [ruffian]
spoiled me. He took me to the fields and he spoiled me, first. Then, when
he told other people, then they also spoiled me, and slowly my body had
no more strength,” she added, avoiding my eyes as she said this. While the
notion of being “spoiled” could be a convenient retrospective starting point
for many of these narratives, the violence of the act itself is indisputable
and can hardly be ignored.

Likewise, many kotis made bodily sacrifices for “their men.” Frank’s
selling of his kidney,mentioned earlier, is an example of the extent towhich
he and others would go to appease or satisfy their “husbands.” In addition,
I heard innumerable accounts of suicide attempts by several kotis. Frank,
like Surekha, had “drunk poison” in a bid to kill himself. Munira’s narrative
echoes this violent act. When her family rejected her for her effeminate
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ways, she swallowed a whole bottle of pesticide. Again, when her husband
Zahid misbehaved with another woman, Munira drank poison in another
abortive suicide attempt. Almost every hijra at the tank had scars on her
wrists and hands, which they said reflected their attempts to kill themselves.
I also heard stories about zenanas who threw themselves under trains and
were maimed, while others slit their wrists, all on account of their pantis.
Such violence appears to be widespread across the various kotis’ narratives.

And yet these narratives differ as well. While Frank and Surekha, both
Christians, obviously suffered similar patterns of intense longing and vio-
lence on account of their “husbands,” Frank was neither “a bitch who takes
money” nor would he ever consider becoming a hijra. The notion of physi-
cally emasculating himself both appalled and disgusted him. For Frank, the
particular sartorial, familial, and corporeal embodiments that constituted
hijra identity from his perspective weremanifestly different from the speci-
ficities of his own pleasures and desires as a koti. As he stated, “Whatever
it is, I like to have anal sex and all. But I could never have this operation
and wear these clothes and all that things. I don’t believe in this rit-wit,
baba! I go for these koti dawats when they call me, I talk nicely to them,
sometimes we even go to the garden together, but I don’t want to do all of
these things—put the rit, wear saris all the time, have this operation and
all.” Like some of the other kada-catla kotis, it was sexuality or “homosex”
rather than gendered practice that appeared to condition Frank’s identity
and desire. Further, Frank would not consider himself a prostitute, even
though he used to “turn tricks” with a number of men—at least “five in
one day” as Vinod stated—and sometimes even for money, to help pay the
rent or provide for his husband. For the most part, sex, aside from defining
the basis of their identity, was “for enjoyment and pleasure,” unlike those
“bitches who take money.”

For their part, hijras believed that kada-catla kotis, defined as they were
by their unquenchable sexual desire, were offensive for this reason.When I
first asked hijras to clarify the difference between themselves and kada-catla
kotis, the first thing they said was, “Those gandus! They are only interested
in chasing men all the time,” in a highly disgusted tone of voice. “We just
do kavdi [false sex] and take these pimp’s money, but those kada-catla kotis,
they do sis [real] work with everyone. Thu!” Lekha once told me. Precisely
because hijras ostensibly did not gain pleasure from these encounters and
instead exploited the men for money, sex was more respectable for them.8

In addition, as Surekha’s story reveals, the ability to experience shame
and act on it was what finally led her to have her operation performed.
By resisting the impulse to undergo this procedure, kada-catla kotis and
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zenanas are revealing not only their unbridled lust but also their essential
shamelessness, according to hijras.

Then again, there are gay-identified men who also ghumo (cruise) in the
garden, but for whom the terms sis and kavdi are just as meaningless as
theywere initially tome.Many of themdo not know the customs and rituals
of hijra life, nor do they especially care to find out about them. Instead, they
have weekly meetings in the garden attended by other upper-middle-class,
English-speaking, homosexualmen, to discuss the latest news regarding gay
activities in cities such as Bombay and Delhi, to sell and distribute copies of
Bombay Dost (the most popular English-language gay magazine in India),
and to function as a support group. For hijras, who lived as a community
and supported each other through their various crises, the notion of a sup-
port group that met once a week to “just talk about [their] experiences”
seemed perfectly ludicrous. And while many of these gay men did not see
themselves as kada-catla kotis, not even recognizing the term, hijras saw
no difference between the two groups. According to hijras, all kada-catla
kotis were gandus, whose bad language, overt lacak-matak (hip-swinging)
mannerisms without the “appropriate” sartorial and gendered desires, and
excessive sexuality defined them and thereby separated them from them-
selves.

According to other kotis like jogins and siva-satis, the single most im-
portant difference between them and the hijras was religion. “We are all
Hindus, unlike those [hijra] people who are all Musalmans,” Lakshmana,
one of the jogins told me. “We don’t have the khatna-watna [circumcision]
done, like those people.We are Hindus,” another jogin added. Interestingly,
it was not divine possession, the fact that the god or goddess “comes onto
[their] bodies” that jogins emphasized as the difference between themselves
and hijras, but circumcision. And while religion was acknowledged to be
one of the differences between jogins and zenanas, what Akbar, one of
my zenana friends, chose to highlight was not circumcision but the fact
that zenanas ate halal meat while jogins did not. Clearly, even similarly
construed axes of difference evoke manifestly different interpretations of
embodied knowledge and practice.

Evidently, people have different corporeal, moral, religious, economic,
political, and cultural investments at stake. To posit a unidirectional narra-
tive for all so-called third-sexed individuals that obliterates these differences
in an attempt to read their bodies and desires as primarily sexual, and then
marks their identity and difference solely on the basis of this sexuality, is
limited, if not misleading. Although the spectrum of desires and pleasures
appears to be similar for several of these kotis, what is at stake in their lives,
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the multiplicity of differences—including class, caste, region, generation,
occupation, and education—within which their lives are embedded, and
their situated constructions and interpretations of desire, embodiment, and
pleasure are very different. To reiterate Cohen’s phrase, “all thirdness is not
alike” (1995b, 277).

And yet, what happens to this attempt to trouble the project of gender
fluidity when one can apparently “switch” (in a manner of speaking) one’s
sex/gender identity? Several zenanas and kada-catla kotis had wives and
children at the same time as they identified as kotis. While there was some
moral indignation associated with this fluid subjectivity, as revealed, for
instance, by Frank’s statements that he “never went with women, unlike
some of these other kotis,” this was clearly an established practice among
some kotis. Several zenanas and kada-catla kotis I spoke to acknowledged
their alternative life to me. While “this line” of homosociality was separate
from “that line” of heterosexuality, apparently the divide was not always
clearly marked.

While such fluidity existed among hijras as well, it was associated with
far more disapprobation. I constantly heard rumors about various hijra
sex workers who had been “married” and had had children before joining
the community—berupia-gandus, as they were disparagingly referred to.
These rumors were loudly denied before the hijra concerned bounced the
berupia insult onto someone else. The rumors were never confirmed, but
theywere frequently used either to surreptitiously deride particular hijras or
as an insult in the heat of an argument. Clearly, crossing this sexual/gender
divide was one of themore serious transgressions for a hijra. A case in point
is that of Mary. When I first saw Mary, “she” had a thick moustache and
beard, short hair, and was wearing pants and a shirt. I assumed she was a
kada-catla koti who was visiting her friends at the tank. When I next saw
her, a few days later, she was wearing a sari and had plucked out or shaved
her beard. She told me shyly that she had just come from her village, but
she used to live here (under the tank) a few years ago. In fact, she was
Munira’s first daughter, she said proudly, and had now returned to the tank
because she wanted to rejoin the group. When Mary was called away to
perform some task, Lekha, another fairly senior hijra, pulled me aside to
tell me Mary’s story. “Mary used to live here you know. But then he ran
away—went back to his village and married a woman. I believe he even
has children! Thu! That berupia . He shouldn’t be allowed to return here,”
she said vehemently.9 I asked Munira about this rumor. “I know everyone
is saying that Mary went back to her village and became a panti. But I don’t
believe it. She could not do such a thing, my Mary.” In fact, as I outlined in
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an earlier chapter, this issue resulted in a particularly contentious debate
among the senior hijra sex workers, who argued about whether to allow
Mary to remain at the tank. Munira stood up for her daughter on that
occasion and convinced the others to let Mary rejoin the hijra fold.

Needless to say, nayaks andother senior badhai hijraswere constantly de-
crying the current hijra zamana (period, or age). “These people, who knows
if they are real hijras, or berupias, or what they are! Here, we do not allow
whoever wants to become a hijra for two minutes to come into the house.
But these ‘tanki’ [sex work] people, berupias, and all these people come and
go as if it is their parent’s house!” Amir nayak said in total annoyance. As
Munira and others pointed out however, it is not as if the nayaks are truly
concerned about the ostensible past of their nati celas. “As long as you give
the money when you are putting the rit, they don’t ask at that time if you
are a berupia or anything. All they care about is the money. And then they
talk!” Munira said in reply to my question.Whatever the apparent proscrip-
tions or taboos, it is possible (though reprehensible by hijra standards), to
switch between sexual roles. Yet, despite the apparent blurring of the “lines”
of sexuality, none of the kotis would ever explicitly refer to themselves as
pantis or overtly acknowledge their berupia status, even when referring
to their past. Despite the fluid scale of gendered identities within the koti
spectrum, such fluidity hardly ever crosses the koti/panti divide.

Over the course of my fieldwork, there appeared to be constant move-
ment and flux, as I perceived it, between the various koti “identities”—kada-
catla koti, zenana, hijra, jogin, and siva-sati. I encountered several kotis who
had gone from one to another koti identity without apparent discomfort.
Vikas was one such koti. I first met Vikas at his kada-catla koti “mother’s”
house in Koti, a locality in Hyderabad. He had just arrived from Bombay
for a brief visit, he said. Vikas then proceeded to tell me the story of his life.
He was born in a small village a few hundred kilometers from Cochin, in
the southern state of Kerala. Vikas was the last of seven children and was
thereby greatly indulged by his parents and siblings. He remembers his
childhood as extremely happy and carefree, spent largely in the company
of his mother (a factor that contributes to the development of homosex-
uality, in his opinion). But all this changed with the arrival of their new
neighbor, a navy serviceman. “I still remember the day he came to our
village,” Vikas said. “It was a Saturday. We did not have school on that day,
and so I was playing in the garden. I saw this man on the road. He was
wearing a very smart uniform and he looked so handsome, I cannot tell
you! He looked at me straight, and my heart was going dhud-dhud. I was
very much scared. I ran inside the house after that.” Over the next couple
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of years, as Vikas grew to late adolescence, the navy serviceman and he
“became good friends.” One day, his friend invited Vikas into his house,
and “spoiled” him. He then quickly added, “I should not say that I did not
enjoy. I also enjoyed. But once you enjoy like that, once you enjoy ‘homosex,’
you cannot go back. Because of this man first, I became a gandu,” Vikas
said very matter-of-factly and seemingly without rancor. After a few years,
Vikas came to Hyderabad to look for work and was employed as a “bearer”
in a private club. “I became a full-time kada-catla koti then. Every evening,
after work, I used to go to PG [Public Garden] and enjoy with other men,”
Vikas added. This continued for at least ten or twelve years, until he “began
to worry about who would look after me in old age.” Last year, he went
to Bombay with Srinivas, one of his friends, and “became a hijra” in the
Dhongriwala house. He “put the rit and everything” and is now a “full-time”
hijra in Bombay. “But when I come to Hyderabad, I am a kada-catla koti
again, and enjoy freely in PG like before I used to,” Vikas said (in English).

Vikas’s friend Srinivas, with whom hewent to Bombay, had a somewhat
similar life trajectory. Srinivas was a zenana before he became a hijra in
Bombay, and during the week of his visit to Hyderabad, hosted a dawat
(feast) at the Yellamma temple in Balkampet. I attended this dawat andwas
surprised to seenot just zenanas, but also several jogins and siva-satis. Before
becoming a zenana, Srinivas was apparently a siva-sati. Despite vehement
statements to the contrary regarding the importance of categorical rigidity,
no one present appeared to object or even question Srinivas’s multiple
identities. When I saw Srinivas next, he was in the garden, cruising for
partners with Vikas and his zenana friends.

Akbar, my zenana friend, told me that for some four years he lived as
a hijra, in his hijra dad-guru, Pasho nayak’s house. While I am not sure
that Akbar’s statement was true (based on other zenanas’ statements), such
temporary residence appeared to be a theoretical possibility, as I witnessed
in Irfan nayak’s house. Likewise, one of the zenana baijis, Iqbal, reiterated
his resolve to leave this zenana-life and “become a hijra” in his guru Irfan
nayak’s house. Irfan nayak’s other celas, Rani and Shahbaz, were both siva-
satis before they became badhai hijras. So was Lata, one of Bala nayak’s
senior celas. All three of them continued to attend the bonalu festival at the
Yellamma temple in Balkampet to meet their erstwhile gurus and friends,
despite its explicit proscriptionwithin the hijra community. Another former
siva-sati, referred to simply as Sati, stopped being possessed by the goddess
when she became a hijra sex worker. Bhabhi, a good friend of Shanta’s
(Vikas’s “mother”), was a kada-catla koti, and while he “did not put the rit”
and become a hijra, he used to go “practice [his] dhanda [sex work]” with
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hijras, and was formally adopted by one of the hijras (Vasundara) as her
daughter. Likewise Bala Rao, a kada-catla koti who used to roam around
(ghumo) for men in the garden for the last ten or fifteen years, decided last
year to join the hijra community. He has not put the rit and has no intention
to do so, he said, but he continues to live and “work” with hijra sex workers
at the tank. Bala Rao is a married man with two children, a fact that hijras
do not seem to be aware of. I only found out through his former friends in
the garden, fellow kada-catla kotis who askedme to prevail upon him not to
“ruin his life, wearing those clothes and going with hijras” and instead, to
“go back to his wife and children and lead a decent life,” albeit a life that
did not preclude cruising in the garden with his kada-catla-koti friends.
Bala Rao was obviously not alone in this respect. Several other kotis were
married and led a similarly surreptitious, dual life. This was one reasonwhy
kada-catla kotis had their dawats outside Hyderabad, they told me, so no
one they knew would see them “enjoying like this.”

Not only can one switch identities across the koti spectrum, but a certain
degree of flexibility is allowed within the hijra subcategory itself. As I noted
in an earlier chapter, hijras can officially change their hijra house. After her
expulsion from the tank, Madhavi immediately changed her house from
Lashkarwala to Sheharwala. Likewise, Vanitha, Amir nayak’s cela, changed
houses from Sheharwala to Lashkarwala a few years ago. Kajal, one of the
hijra sex workers at the tank, belonged to the Bullakhwala house in Bombay
butwasplanning tobecomeRajeshwari’s cela in theLashkarwalahousenow
that she had moved to Hyderabad. The kinship network apparently allows
for a certain degree of mobility, even though frequent changes are frowned
upon.

Similarly, although hijras state that only certain individuals are allowed
to become hijras, this rule is often relaxed, as in the case of the “American
hijra.”While I have nevermet her, I was told by Irfan nayak that someone—
an “Amrikan”—had approached the hijra community in Delhi and asked to
be allowed to join. As Lawrence Cohen and later Serena Nanda informed
me, this was Anne, a male-to-female American transsexual (pers. comm.).
Anne currently lives in California and is an “official” hijra in one of the hijra
houses in Delhi.

What does onemake of this degree of flexibility?Howdoes one reconcile
the “different stakes” that each of these individuals has with their apparent
ease of transition from one category of “thirdness” to another? Can it be that
some differences matter more than others, making for different degrees of
permeability? Or is this further proof that sexual identity is not and can-
not be the only baseline for comparison. Perhaps this fluidity is possible
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precisely because each subject-position is variously determined: different
axes of inequality, lived experiences, and interpretations of desire, pleasure,
and morality construct each of these “sexual” identities. Far from repudiat-
ing the differential stakes that each individual has, the potential formobility
across these categories highlights the complicated nature of each of these
subject-positions. In other words, no easy correlations exist between ide-
als, embodied desire/praxis, and sexual identity. The fluidity of perceived
self-presentation precludes any easy reading of difference as merely sexual
or gendered. Axes of identity and their salience in an individual’s life shift
and interconnect, not just spatially, but categorically and temporally aswell,
with different configurations of identity emerging at different points along
a person’s life. Significantly, however, it is lived experience that provides
the key to understanding this phrase. Not only is the body located within a
multiplicity of differences but, what is more important, it is the embodied
experience of the individuals concerned that should serve as the ultimate
basis for theorizing and understanding difference/identity. As Adrienne
Rich states in Of Woman Born, “Perhaps we need a moratorium on saying
‘the body.’ . . .When Iwrite ‘the body,’ I see nothing in particular. To say ‘the
body’ lifts me away from what has given me primary perspective. To write
‘my body’ [on the other hand] plunges me into lived experience, particu-
larity” (1986, 215; emphasis added). Likewise, perhaps the koti narratives
should lead us to avoid theorizing on the basis of disembodied knowledge
and instead compel us to look closely at kotis’ “local pleasures and afflic-
tions,” at their ideals and lived experiences, in order to discover what is
really at stake for them.
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Crossing “Lines” of Subjectivity
transnational movements and

gay identifications

It was early evening in Hyderabad, and the Public Garden was gradually
coming to life. I was sitting on a low wall adjoining the tea-stall, having a
cup of chai with Suresh, a young, self-identified gay man, when we had the
following conversation. “Is it true that in America there is a book that tells
you specific locations across the country where you can find other ‘gays’?”
Suresh askedme eagerly. “Where did you hear that?” I asked. “This friend of
mine went for a ‘homosex’ party in Bombay, and there was a ‘gay’ man who
had just come from abroad. He told my friend,” Suresh replied. “It would
be so great if there was one like that for India also, because then easily we
could go enjoy with other people in this ‘line,’” he added wistfully.1

In this chapter, I focus on the two somewhat related images or notions
circulating in this modern Indian gay narrative. The first is the construction
of sexual subjectivity implied by the usage of the term gay inHyderabad. De-
spite the differences between the nineteenth-century episteme of “homosex-
uality” uncovered by Foucault, and the newer, twentieth-century episteme
of “gay” identity, both epistemes tend to elide the receptive/penetrative sex-
ual distinction so common in parts of LatinAmerica andAsia (Jackson 1989,
1997; Carrier 1995; Lancaster 1988, 1992, 1995; Parker 1991, 1999; Murray
1995; Kulick 1997, 1998; Green 1999; Seabrook 1999; Carillo 2002). This
elision appears to be in marked contrast to the constructions of identity by
hijras/kotis.2

The second image refers to the transnational links invoked by Suresh
and the people he referred to as being “in this line,” and the particulars of
their narratives and subject-positionings stemming from these perceived
connections. I want to highlight the apparent difference in the dynamics of
this self-construction in urban India vis-à-vis the protracted, internal process
of disciplining and dividing that produced Foucault’s “modern” homosexual
in the West.



212 / Chapter Nine

I highlight these images by addressing the relationship between two
apparently different models or archetypes of same-sex sexuality that are
currently deployed in Hyderabad. Following a brief overview, I sketch the
ideal outlines of these two models—what one of my koti friends referred
to as the “modern gay” model and the “traditional koti” model—before
problematizing their depiction either as coherent definitional fields or as
mutually exclusivemarkers of tradition andmodernity. In particular, I point
to two issues that highlight this disjuncture. First, rather than a Foucauldian
understanding of modern homosexuality in terms of a superimposition of
one “apparatus” (sexuality) over that of another (alliance), I argue that in
Hyderabad, themutually coexistingnature of the “traditional” and “modern”
paradigms and the potential interactions between them belie such a “uni-
versal narrative of supercession” (Sedgwick 1990).3 Second, I maintain that
the translocal nature of “gay” subjectivities in India argues against both a
coherent, universal “global gay identity” (Altman 1997, 2001; cf. Warner
1999) and an explicitly local particularity. Ultimately, what I emphasize is
the complexity of the cultural production of homosexual identity in the in-
teractions of the West and the non-West, local cultural systems, and global
politico-economic forces.

exploring the contemporary terrain of homosexualities

In the now famous passage from the History of Sexuality, Michel Foucault
states,

As defined by the ancient civil or canonical codes, sodomy was a category of for-

bidden acts; their perpetrator was nothing more than the juridical subject of them.

The nineteenth-century homosexual became a personage, a past, a case history, and

a childhood, in addition to being a type of life, a life form, and a morphology, with

an indiscreet anatomy and possibly a mysterious physiology. . . . The sodomite had

been a temporary aberration; the homosexual was now a species. (1980, 43)

According to Foucault, this instance of subjectivation in the West, resulted
from an epistemic disjuncture in the nineteenth century in which sexual
identity was produced by the disciplining knowledge of the sexual sciences
and the dividing practices of modern states. Foucault’s historical method
focuses on unearthing epistemic ruptures that occur across the passage of
time in one spatial unit, namely theWest. But what happens if we take into
account the genealogy of knowledge/subjectivity across space as well as
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time, asDonaldDonham (1998) asks?Quite apart from the fact that Foucault
did not take into account the potential importance of the colonial relation-
ship in the production of current Western notions of homosexuality—a
pointAnnStoler (1995, 1997) eloquentlymakes—healsodidnot address the
potential impact of the rapid transnational flowof knowledge, commodities,
persons, and narratives, and its role in the formation of notions of sexuality
in regions not “in the western part of the world” (Foucault 1980, 11).

Further, as Eve Sedgwick (1990) points out,4 recent historical work in
gay/lesbian studies, following Foucault’s initiative and pointing out ever
more precise datings and narratives of the development of homosexuality
implicitly “underwrite[s] the notion that ‘homosexuality as we conceive of
it today,’ itself comprises a coherent definitional field rather than a space of
overlapping, contradictory, and conflictual definitional forces” (45). Instead,
contemporary notions of “homosexuality” can be effectively denaturalized
and better understood only by exploring the “gaps between minoritizing
anduniversalizing . . . gender-transitive andgender-intransitive understand-
ings of same-sex relations” (47), especially in varied “sites of desire” in the
contemporary transnational world (see Manderson and Jolly 1997).

A recent body of literature that appears to address these transnational
flows of sex/gender signs and commodities advocates what I shall refer to
as the “global gay” narrative (see Altman 1996, 1997, 2001). The premise
of this narrative is the “emergence of a ‘Western’ style homosexuality” in
non-Western regions of the world, characterized by a “modern invention,
namely, the creation of an identity and a sense of community based on
(homo)sexuality” (Altman 1997, 423).With the increased transnational traf-
fic in signs andnarratives, this “modern invention,”which developed as a re-
sult of particular historical specificities in theWest, has apparently diffused
to emerge as a variant of a universal, “global gay” identity in non-Western
regions, including Asia. Although proponents of this view obviously recog-
nize that this pattern is not a simple diffusion fromWest to East, replacing
“traditional” or “indigenous” sex/gender formations in a “linear genealogy”
(Altman 1996, 79), such formulations inadvertently perpetuate the some-
what sterile and culturally marked binarisms of gay/West/modern versus
indigenous/non-West/traditional. For instance, Dennis Altman states, “On
the one hand, Asian gay men, by stressing a universal gay identity, under-
line a similarity with westerners. Against this, on the other hand, the desire
to assert an ‘Asian’ identity . . . may undermine a similarity withwesterners”
(1997, 418). In another section, he states that the “claiming of lesbian/gay
identities in Asia . . . is as much about being western as about sexuality”
(1997, 430).
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No doubt the gay identities and practices of 1990s Asia are, in certain
recognizable terms, different from earlier sex/gender configurations. The
construction of a gay identity primarily around homoerotic sexuality does
in fact appear to be a recent development. And while such identity config-
urations are to a large extent tied to the emergence of global networks of
communication between gays and lesbiansworldwide, this is by nomeans a
simple instantiation of a coherent, universal gay identity.What I point to in
this chapter is the complexity of these transactions and the subsequent pro-
ductions of identity (or identities). I hope to provide some understanding
of this local terrain of “(homo)sexuality” by juxtaposing the sex/gender di-
chotomies of so-called traditional koti andmodern gay identity.My ultimate
goal is to highlight the complex, negotiated nature of contemporary sexual
identity in Hyderabad, interrogating in this process notions of sexuality,
identity, culture, and modernity.

traditional subjectivities: koti sexual archetypes

First, I want to recapitulate the outlines of the koti model of same-sex sexu-
ality I have outlined earlier (that hijras also subscribe to)—the classificatory
grid against which the gay model is seemingly crafted. For the purposes of
highlighting their apparent difference from the gay model, I briefly sum-
marize these criteria again as follows:

First, all sexually active or adult individuals are categorized into three
identities, kotis being one of these, with the other two being narans and
pantis. While narans are women—an undifferentiated category based pri-
marily on anatomy and gendered practice, kotis are defined by their public
expression and enactment of gendered desire—liking to “dowomen’s work”
and desiring the receptive position in same-sex encounters with other men.
Pantis, in this sex/gender system, are the partners of kotis and/or narans,
bounded not merely by the form of their penetrative sexuality but also
against the constellation of “female” practices and desires openly embraced
by these other identities.

Second, there is a range of koti identities—of which hijras are just one
group—differentially positioned along a hierarchy of authenticity and re-
spect. In the eyes of the hijras, the most important criteria that garner this
respect are kinship, sexual desire (or its lack), and the degree of visibil-
ity and respect in the public sphere. One of the most important of these
criteria, repeatedlymentioned by hijras in their attributions of authenticity,
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is kinship. Very briefly, kinship is defined in this context as affiliation and
social obligation to one of the hijra houses or lineages in the community. By
deploying the marker of kinship, or the rit, individuals signify their mem-
bership in that house as well as within the wider community of hijras and
kotis. The rit not only denotes membership in the wider community but
also hierarchizes kotis along this axis of kinship. There are kotis who are
“officially” kin (those who “have a rit in the hijra house”) and those who
are not (bina ritwale, or those without a rit). While this does not prevent
the latter from identifying as kotis, it clearly places them lower in the koti
prestige hierarchy.

In addition to the rit, all hijras define themselves in opposition to the
overly licentious and much disparaged kada-catla kotis, or gandus, as hij-
ras more commonly (and pejoratively) refer to them. According to hijras,
gandus, or men who enjoy anal sex, are defined not only by the form of
their sexual desire, but more importantly, by its excess. As such, gandus
are disparaged by all hijras, both the supposedly asexual hijras as well as
those who are sexually active. These hijra “prostitutes” not only employ a
life-cycle rhetoric of sexual prostitution progressing to asexual ritual prac-
tice, but also profess a dislike of indiscriminate sexual desire and practice.
According to hijras, excessive sexual desire is amarker of inauthenticity that
both defines gandus and by that token separates them from the supposedly
authentic, asexual hijras. An active symbol of hijras’ essential asexuality
that is deployed for this purpose is the physical excision of their genitalia,
or the nirvan operation. Apparently, having this operation not only signals
respect within the koti community and indicates possession of the himmat,
or strength, necessary to acquire seniority, but it also provides a measure of
izzat in the outside world. One becomes resolutely and irrevocably a “real
hijra” following this operation. In hijra constructions, this corporeal symbol
instantiates their greater authenticity and respect, serving simultaneously
as an indictment of their more libidinous fellow-kotis.

modern subjectivities: gay sexual archetypes

Against this koti/hijra model of same-sex desire and identity is the model
delineated by self-identified gay individuals such as Suresh in the opening
vignette. The classificatory grid that these gay individuals outline not only
creates an identity based primarily on sexual object choice, but this re-
configuration of identity apparently involves different criteria from those
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employed by the koti sexual paradigm. Although this model of same-sex
sexuality was clearly not beyond contestation, by and large the contours of
this grid conform to certain rules.

For one thing, much like the production of the homosexual as a distinct
species of person in the nineteenth-centuryWest, gaymen inHyderabad see
themselves in opposition to the heterosexual population, with the bound-
ary defined explicitly by their sexual orientation rather than anatomical sex
or gendered (feminine) practice. In Suresh’s wistful fantasies, “this line” of
homosex/sociality was squarely opposed to “that line” of heterosexuality.
In this modern sensibility, sexual identity is construed in the idiom of con-
sumption, as a function of object choice and of practice defined in those
terms. Rather than accept the penetrative/receptive koti/panti model de-
scribed above, both partners in thismodern same-sex relationship are recon-
figured as gay, a move that elides the focus on public displays of femininity
that apparently define “lower-class” koti identity.

A case in point is Pratap, a handsome, middle-class man who prided
himself on straddling both worlds—that of self-identified gaymen and that
of kada-catla kotis. During my fieldwork in Hyderabad, I heard frequent
rumors that Pratap was the partner or panti of at least one kada-catla koti.
In fact, Bala Rao, the kada-catla koti who had recently joined the hijra sex
workers, claimed that Pratap was her panti before he abandoned her. Given
kotis’ gender-differentiated world, wherein pantis are clearly separate from
kotis, how is Pratap’s dual identity reconciled within this domain? When
I asked Pratap about the rigidity of the division, he answered, “Not like
that. It is not fixed like that. It is not that pantis cannot become kotis and
vice versa. After all, we are all ‘gays.’” Other gay men I spoke to articulated
similar beliefs, even if they did not use koti terminology. “You know like
top/bottom or bottom/top, as some people say? The same way the active
partner can sometimes be the passive partner and sometimes be the active.
It depends on various things you know,” Rajeev told me in a conspiratorial
whisper, not wanting to be caught divulging these embarrassing details to
a woman.

Given the classificatory grid I outlined earlier, this is not a notion that
appears to sit easilywith other kotis. For them, kotis are definedby their pub-
licly acknowledged enactments of “female” desires/practices—including
being receptive partners in male same-sex intercourse with pantis being
the exclusively penetrative partners. However, as Kishore, a self-styled gay
spokesman, toldme, “Those are all different, old-fashioned ideas—this koti,
panti, and all this top/bottom business. It is not fixed like that. Some like
to do this way, some like to do another way. But we all like to go with
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another man. That is the difference. Only those hijras and people talk in
that koti/panti language like that. Here, we are all just ‘homosexuals’ or
‘gays,’ you know,” he added with a smile. In this scenario, “this line” of ho-
mosexuality, marked by its “modernity” as compared to the “old fashioned”
subject-positions of hijras and other kotis, is defined in opposition to “that
line” of heterosexuality.

Further, the criteria of membership for this subject-position requires
neither official kinship in the manner prescribed for hijras nor any rhetoric
or public display of either femininity or asexuality. Identifying the pattern
of desire—that is, occupying the gay public space of gardens and bus sta-
tions in Hyderabad—and acknowledging a desire for other men makes all
such individuals equally gay, as Kumar implied, without the hierarchical
positionings that are so vital to hijra community structure. In addition,
within this sexual paradigm, the very definition of the players seemingly
centers explicitly on their sexuality or sexual object choice rather than other
aspects of identity such as gendered practice, ritual performance, hierarchi-
cal kinship, or asexuality, as with hijras.

A new class of individuals appears to have been created, for whom
sexuality indeed seems to have replaced gendered practice as a marker of
self-identification (see Altman 1997; Balachandran 2001). Two events has-
tened the creation and acceptance of this sexual paradigm in India. Onewas
the establishment in 1990 of the first magazine for alternative sexualities,
Bombay Dost, and the public gay persona of its chief editor, Ashok Row
Kavi. Following the public recognition of an “AIDS crisis” in the 1990s, this
in turn inspired the establishment of several sexual health/gay advocacy
groups in India—at least twenty by 2002, including two in Hyderabad.

The second event was the liberalization of the economy that was initi-
ated in the early 1990s in India. This move not only heralded the entry of
multinational companies, greatly increasing the transnational traffic in
persons, signs, and images, but also reformed import policies and intro-
duced foreign-based satellite television, such as the Rupert Murdoch-owned
Star TV network—with its accompanying baggage of soaps, sitcoms, and
Hollywood movies—into India. These changes facilitated the emergence of
an increasingly wealthy upper-middle and middle-class populace who not
only had access to these previously out-of-reach objects and narratives but,
for the first time, could also afford them. As Edward Gargan noted in aNew
York Times article written shortly after the first “legal” issue of Bombay
Dostwas printed for circulation, “Most of the homosexuals [in Bombay] are
young professionals who work in this city’s expanding private sector and
whose standard of living is well above the national average.” This point is
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key to the “evolving gay culture” in India, according to Ashok Row Kavi.
“There have always been opportunities for gay sex,” he stated to the re-
porter, “but the point is that it is now amovement, that it is an evolving gay
culture.” This commitment to gay identification and the political liberation
premised on a notion of “gay culture” does appear to be somewhat differ-
ent from earlier conceptualizations of sex/gender difference and identity.
But, as I argue in the following section, these differences are far more com-
plex and cannot be neatly dichotomized along the axes of modernity and
geography, as some theorists of the global gay school of thought argue.

the fluidity of archetypes

While the coexistence of these two somewhat different sexual paradigms
was immediately apparent to me, obviously the picture was far more com-
plex. These “traditional” and “modern” models were not consistently or
evenly adopted. Neither, as I gradually realized, were they mutually exclu-
sive. For one thing, the evolution of this “gay culture” in urban India, despite
its transnational origins and ongoing connections, is not isomorphous with
its international label. Some of the casual partners of these gay individuals
do not acknowledge themselves as gay, being more comfortable with “tra-
ditional” labels such as panti or kada-catla koti. In addition, it is polysemic
images of the yaar, or the dost (very loosely translated as “friend”) that con-
dition the quest of many gay individuals for relationships with other men.
In February of 1999, for instance, a “conference of gays in the country,”5

entitled Yaarian 1999, was held in Hyderabad.6 One of the self-conscious
aims of this conference was to “try to identify an indigenous, or desi, termi-
nology for the concept of gay.” As one of the participants quipped, future
conferences should be referred to as “Yaarian-Sari/an,” to include a broader
spectrum of gender identities and practices specific to India. In fact, as one
theory for the history of the koti construct indicates, the “rift” between koti
and gay identities is an artificial one, apparently created by “foreigners, no
less,” interested in dividing the indigenous community on the basis of class.
Prior to this globalized power play, these terms and theirmultiplemeanings
were somewhat more fluid lexical codes that indexed playful (and campy)
language rather than a compartmentalized code for fundamentally different
identities. The very construction of the koti category in this understanding
is a product of the modern matrix of politics and class/global privilege, re-
flecting neither a categorical rift on the ground, nor a hierarchy of authentic
sexual practice or identity.7
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For every transnationally received symbol of gayness in India, there is
one that self-consciously emphasizes an Indian aspect of identity. While
this is most evident in the concerns of the Indian diasporic gay community,
it is also apparent in the resident gay population of urban India.8 In the
1998 anniversary issue of Bombay Dost for instance, alongside articles such
as “A Stonewall Inn Collection,” an exhibit of photographs of white, male
actors by “renowned photographers” such as Costa and Bianchi, are arti-
cles that attempt to self-consciously reclaim “our thousand-year heritage
of homoeroticism,” as one anonymous author maintains. The Yaarian 1999
conference also occasioned the creation of a national collective named LGBT
India—for lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender support groupsof India—
until such time as a “more creative, more inspiring . . . more desi [native to
the country] name could be determined.”

On the one hand, some people are attempting to carve out a unique
space on the transnational gay platform by claiming local self-referential
labels and invoking culturally inflected images of the dost (friend) in their
self-fashioning as gay Indians. On the other hand, some, like Suresh in
the opening vignette, are given tantalizing glimpses of this modern sex-
uality but do not embrace this “alternative sexuality” in its upper-middle
class form. This “class” of people who refer to themselves as both gay and
kada-catla koti draws on globally circulating narratives of gayness, while
its members simultaneously construct themselves within local networks
of meaning and traditional subject-positions within the hijra/koti model.
Suresh has friends who frequent the “homosex” New Year bashes in Bom-
bay, apparently attended by “gay men from [various cities across India], as
well as those from San Francisco, New York, and London” as he informed
me, while his other friends are “adopted” into hijra kinship networks as
daughters and disciples in their hierarchical community structures. Bhabhi,
for instance, was officially Vasundara’s daughter in the hijra kinship net-
work, while simultaneously constructing himself both as a kada-catla koti
and gay in the Public Garden of Hyderabad. Likewise, Vikas, although now
a “full-time hijra” in Bombay, considered himself a kada-catla koti in Hy-
derabad, actively cruising for male partners with his “‘homosex’ friends,”
as he stated it, in the Public Garden.9 Similarly, Srinivas, his friend and
fellow Bombay hijra, hosted parties for self-identified gay men, in addition
to jogins, zenana, and kada-catla kotis—his “previous forms” as he stated—
every time he returned to Hyderabad for a visit.

To further complicate the discursive production of a stable and coherent
“global gay identity,” one canpoint to the differences apparentwithin the so-
calledmoderngay community in India.As a recent vituperative exchangeon
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the LGBT india online listserv between two South Asian self-identified
“gay” activists revealed, there were not only radical differences in their
respective constructions of what it means to be gay in India, whether one
should “come out” and confront one’s family, and how one should go about
doing so, but also differential investments in a “globalizing” rhetoric and
“need for recognition” by the international gay community. As one of the
participants in this debate disparagingly stated, possessing even “a mod-
icum of nationalism” would obviate the necessity for global recognition,
a priority for the gay community in India according to the other activist.
Likewise, the ideological differences between the two gay advocacy/sexual
health groups in Hyderabad in their constructions of gay identity, and
the meanings of Indian “tradition” and “modernity,” quite apart from the
politics and practice of activism, militate against the emergence of a uni-
versal “western-style . . . homosexuality in Asia” (Altman 1997, 421). “To see
oneself as ‘gay’ is to adhere to a distinctlymodern invention, namely the cre-
ation of an identity and a sense of community based on (homo)sexuality,”
Altman states (1997, 423). But clearly, identifications and differences be-
tween similarly positioned actors are not as coherent or stable as a global
gay identity would presume.

Conversely, on my last visit to Hyderabad, I was entrusted with the task
of finding outmore about themedical clinic that was apparently established
by “one of our kotis [living] in [a] foreign [country],” as hijras described a
well-known, London-based gay activist. “Last month, one of my ‘customers’
fromSaudi [Arabia] toldme about it. I believe this clinic is only for us—kotis
here and in the garden,” Shanti, my hijra friend, explained to me, including
in her lexical label both her fellow-hijras living in Secunderabad, as well
as the gay-identified men frequenting the Public Garden. Later that week,
when I spoke to some of these self-identified gay men in the garden, I was
reassured that indeed, the clinic was for “all gays . . . but please tell hijras to
come only on Sundays.” On further inquiry, I was told that this was because
their izzat was at stake: “If hijras come during the day, what will people
think? Everyone will know this is a ‘homosex’ clinic then, and our izzat
will go. You can understand how this will look . . . So you tell them,” Rakesh
told me, somewhat apologetically. In the same discursive move, hijras are
being included as a recognizable, gay-identified subjectivity/community
on the one hand, while simultaneously differentiated by the apparently
traditional koti criterion of izzat and (sartorial) visibility, on the other hand.
Interestingly, this differentiation is posited as one that someone like me,
perceived by Rakesh as a straight woman “[outside] this line,” could easily
appreciate and thereby convey to others “in this line.” Clearly, “lines” of
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identification/difference are not merely sexual but can shift along local
frames of reference, revealing varying alignments of sociality.

Finally, not only are the particular articulations of the Indian gay male
refracted through different lenses, but so-called traditional subject-positions
such as hijras also construct themselves creatively within this apparently
modern matrix. For instance, when an Indian cosmonaut went into space
alongwith a Soviet crew in the 1980s, the president of a hijra organization in
Delhi wrote to Indian and Soviet leaders, requesting that in the interests of
parity, the “sexually underprivileged” such as themselves be sent into space
in future ventures (“Clapping Demand” 1994). Likewise, a hijra making a
bid for Parliament in 1996 ran under the slogan “You don’t need genitals
for politics. You need integrity,” explicitly highlighting hijras’ inability to
produce children, thereby making them perfect antidotes to the rampant
corruption and nepotism of modern Indian politics. In the past few years,
at least six hijras have run for local office and won their elections on this
platform.10 The mainstream political parties, including the Congress and
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), are now actively courting hijras as the new
“sexual” minority, and Uma Bharati, the controversial spokesperson for the
BJP, apparently indicated in a recent interview that her party is extremely
open to the idea of fielding hijras as candidates in future elections (“Voting
in a Gender-Bender” 2000).

disjuncture and difference: notes toward a conclusion

Eve Sedgwick and others have criticized Michel Foucault’s early work on
the formation of sexual identity as a “unidirectional narrative of superces-
sion” (Sedgwick 1990, 46; Butler 1993;Morris 1994). As Sedgwick contends,
we need to relinquish the narrative of rupture that has sustained the dis-
course on sexuality in the wake of Foucault. As she states, “Issues ofmodern
homo/heterosexual definition are structured, not by the supercession of one
model and the consequent withering away of another, but instead by the
relations enabled by the unrationalized coexistence of differentmodels dur-
ing the times that they do coexist” (Sedgwick 1990, 47). The present seems
to be one of those times in India when apparently different systems cohabit
in a single social field. The simultaneous presence of these “different” sex-
ual classificatory grids in India and their varying emphases on modernity
illustrate the fluid constructions of sexual subjectivity in this region.

Further, as I argue in this chapter, the “unrationalized coexistence” of
these so-called traditional andmodernmodels—the “paradoxical unity . . . of
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disunity,” as Berman (1982) describes it in a different context—not only
questions the facile dichotomies between these terms, calling for a his-
toricization of both koti and gay identities, but also blurs the boundaries
that define gay identity, both in India and in the imaginary location of
the “West.” Clearly, the refraction of “this line” in Hyderabad to reveal sev-
eral competing paradigms of sociality, with the concurrent deployment of
“sexuality,” “alliance,” corporeality, and respect, among other bases of iden-
tification, militates against an epistemic disjuncture of any one “line” or
model in favor of another.
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Conclusion

“In the Kaliyuga, we [hijras] will become kings and rule the world.1 That
is what Rama decreed thousands of years ago when he blessed us,” Shanti
told me proudly. We were sitting under the water tank and talking about
her future, as well as the future of hijras more generally. “When is that time
going to come?” I asked. “That time will come very soon. You see, that time
will come very soon,” Shanti replied, nodding sagely.

Perhaps “that time” is now. Although hijras have not become kings, they
are rapidly gaining visibility in the South Asianmainstream, whether in the
media, the courts, or in everyday life. Following the 1936 decision to give
them the right to vote, hijras won the right to run for local political office
in 1977 and most recently, in 1994, gained the hard-won right to vote as
women in the national elections (“Clapping Demand” 1994).2 For the first
time in Indian politics, hijras are not only standing for election to local, state,
and even national office, they are also being actively courted bymainstream
political parties for these positions. They are entering this domain of the
public sphere as hijras, explicitly highlighting their identity as emasculated
individuals who cannot reproduce. Hijras, in other words, are transforming
themselves in the public imaginary from objects of ridicule and repositories
of shame to ideal citizens of the modern nation-state (Reddy 2003).

A hijra recently ran for public office under the campaign slogan “You
don’t need genitals for politics. You need integrity.” Explicitly construct-
ing themselves as politicians without the encumbrances of a family, and
thereby freed of the motive for nepotism, hijras are declaring themselves as
the perfect antidotes to the rampant corruption and immorality of Indian
politics. More important, by recasting themselves as embodiments of re-
spect and morality, they are, in that very attempt, making the body central
to constructions of gender, authenticity, and modernity. It is precisely the
lack of genitals that allows hijras to be “neutralists”—the term they adopted
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when urging the president of India to invite them, as people beyond the in-
group fighting typical of “men andwomen,” to form a government in Gonda
district of Uttar Pradesh in northern India (Hall 1997). In other words, it
is their embodied state that not only constructs their authenticity as “real
hijras,” but also provides their transcendent morality as people beyond the
factional politics of men and women.

In this book, I have articulated a relatively simple point: that hijra (and
koti) identity should be understood in terms of a multiplicity of differences,
including those of sexuality, religion, gender, kinship, and class. Against an
essentialized vision of the third sex, I have argued that hijras and kotis
in Hyderabad construct, experience, and enact their individuality through
each of these forms of hierarchical social difference. Implicit in this con-
struction is the role of the body in constituting themateriality of gender and
subjectivity. In negotiating these axes and their relative izzat, it is corporeal
pleasure and practice that reveals what is ultimately at stake. By pulling up
their saris and revealing their postoperative site, hijras are not only “recre-
ating through their gesture the very violence of that moment of becoming”
(Cohen 1995b, 298) but also indicating their authenticity as “real” hijras
who have “paid the necessary price to transform gendered dominance into
intergendered, auspicious, and playful thirdness” (298), unlike the “false”
kotis and berupias.

Such idioms of “realness” and “falseness” employed by hijras strikingly
emphasize the concept of authenticity. In a recent article, Bradd Shore notes
that “authenticity is indefinable and ineffable, amoving target shifting with
context. . . . And like certain other terms (such as ‘real’), authenticity comes
forward into consciousness only when it is felt to be in trouble” (1997, 2).
Hijras’ employment of the idiom of authenticity exemplifies this statement.
As we have seen, Hyderabadi hijras’ invocation of a third sex or gender did
not always institute itself in opposition to the binary gender framework.
That is, inmany contexts, hijras inHyderabad adopted cultural symbols and
practices that were either feminine or a combination of masculine and fem-
inine, rather than positing themselves categorically as a third alternative—
“neither man nor woman.” Often, their thirdness, and more generally the
authenticity of their particular construction of identity, was posited only
in opposition to those they considered to be false kotis/men, a point reiter-
ated by Lawrence Cohen and others, who maintain that hijras often frame
themselves within a binary language, only invoking their thirdness with
reference to other ambiguous categories such as zenanas (Cohen 1995b; see
also Agrawal 1997).
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Whether constructing themselves within a binary, tertiary, or “half-in-
the-middle” (adha-bic) sex/gender framework, hijras and kotis explicitly
invoked embodied practice as the medium for the construction of their
notions of identity and authenticity. Corporeality, in other words, is inte-
gral to hijras’ constructions of the various axes of their identity, including
sexuality, religion, gender, sartoriality, kinship, and class. Looking back
through this study, we see that it is embodied practice—whether in terms
of performative (sexual) acts/positions (chapter 3); emasculation (chapter 4);
enactments of religious difference through circumcision, clothing style, and
eating practices (chapter 5); plucking of one’s facial hair, practices of clap-
ping one’s hands threateningly andpulling up one’s sari to reveal the “proof”
of emasculation (chapter 6); ritual affiliationwith lineagehouses (chapter 7);
or their individualized “pleasures and afflictions” (chapters 8 and 9)—that
is central to the constructions of hijra and koti identity. The markers of
hijra identity and social relations more generally are inscribed onto and
configured through the body.

Each of these axes, as well, is enlisted in crafting more than merely a
corporealized sexual identity. The nirvan operation, for instance, paradox-
ically appears to increase hijras’ izzat at the very moment that categorical
identification with this label stigmatizes them in the eyes of the main-
stream public. The very construction of authenticity both within the hijra
community and in wider societal evaluations also marks hijras as potential
repositories of shamelessness. By exposing their genitalia—by which act
they are construed as shameless—they act as purveyors of this stigma to
the public, for which potential they are feared. Interestingly, hijras them-
selves see this action as one of reclaiming respect. Recall my hijra friend
Munira commenting, “If people give us respect, then we are also respectful.
But if they do not . . . then we also abuse them verbally and lift our saris.
Then they bow their heads in shame and give us respect. It is like that.”

At the same time as emasculation serves as the absolute marker of stig-
matized hijra identity, evoking horror and fear in the public, it also serves
as a symbol of their religious authenticity and by this token, increases their
izzat. Hijras are the chosen vehicles of the (Hindu) goddess through whose
auspices they sacrifice their genitalia and their sexual desire, and thereby
receive the power to confer fertility on others. Through this operation, they
invoke this axis of religion in yet another way as well. Rather than signaling
the lack of sexual desire, some hijras referred to the nirvan operation as an
extension of circumcision, an act that all Muslims—as hijras in Hyderabad
identify themselves—are obligated to perform. As Munira once said to me



226 / Chapter Ten

only half-jokingly, “We are even more Muslim than Muslims. They cut off
only so much, and we cut off the whole thing.” Clearly, corporeal symbols
of identity are enlisted in crafting more than merely hijra’s sexual identity.

Further, by deploying the formal marker of kin affiliation—the rit, the
conferring of which involves an elaborate ritual and active sponsorship
by the hijra community—individuals signify their membership in a hijra
house and in the wider community of hijras and kotis. Ideally, this ritual is
preceded by circumcision (khatna) which indicates, as one nayak informed
me, the intensity of the potential hijra’s desire, that is, “whether they really
want to join the hijras or not,” aside from its religious referent. Moreover,
this ritual is often seen as the first step toward the ultimate “proof” of hijra
authenticity—their genital excision.

Significantly, hijras have also established alternative modes of relation-
ship—much like Pierre Bourdieu’s (1977) “practical kinship” in a sense—
which accommodate non-rit individuals within their fold. Perhaps the most
important of these alternatives are the genealogical relations—what they
refer to using the Hindi term for milk, or dudh—relationships embodied
through the ritual of mothers “suckling” their daughters, or as “sisters,”
sharing their blood with one another. Among hijras, kinship is yet another
way in which social relations are inscribed onto the body—through blood,
milk, and other (bodily) “traumas of becoming” (Cohen 1995b, 296).

In recent years, not onlyhas thenotionof sex as abiological “fact” been se-
riously questioned if not virtually denounced (Weeks 1981; Foucault 1980;
Laqueur 1990; Stolcke 1993; Moore 1994), but with the resurgence of in-
terest in embodied “practices” (Bourdieu 1977, 1984; Giddens 1979, 1984;
Ortner 1984; Knauft 1996), all social constructions of sex—given their artic-
ulationby embodied actors—are seenas grounded in thebody’s corporeality
(see Merleau-Ponty 1962; Csordas 1990, 1994). In this ethnography, I ex-
tend a Foucauldian understanding of sex and sexuality to encompass other
aspects of hijra identity.3 I have argued here for a corporeal understanding
of this notion of socially constituted sexuality as itself rooted in a multiplic-
ity of other differences. It is embodied practice that marks and inscribes
hijra identity. But if the body is the medium through which they enact their
individuality, izzat is the currency through which they construct it.

Izzat, therefore, emerged as one of the primary criteria that motivated
hijra action and according to which they evaluated their behavior and con-
structed their identity.Across the various axes of their identity, hijras crafted
their individuality by evaluating their relative izzat both within the context
of the hijra community, as well as against other kotis, AC/DCs, berupias,
and the Hyderabadi public more generally. In other words, izzat was the
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currency throughwhich identity and authenticity wasmeasured. Following
Mattison Mines’s contention that “Indians know their society in terms of
who people are” (1994, 2), an understanding that is in turn mediated by
what they do—their “reputation, individual responsibility, trust, control,
agency and eminence” (23)—hijra individuality was constructed in large
part by negotiating their respective izzat. As was well known among hij-
ras, certain practices—the nirvan operation, the denial of sexual desire and
abstention from sexual practice, establishment of a rit in a hijra house,
growing their hair, wearing saris, refraining from shaving their beards,
saying namaz, celebrating muharram, among other enactments4—were
fundamental to inscribing and revealing their agents’ superior himmat
(strength/agency) and izzat, constituting in that verymove their heightened
“reputation . . . responsibility . . . control, agency and eminence” (23). In the
calculus of izzat, these practices not only authenticated hijras but also in-
creased their spatial network of kin and their reputation in their community
and, through it, their reputation with the wider public in whose households
they “performed” their blessing.

Notably, hijras asserted and reclaimed izzat through the operation of the
body. Inhijra conceptualizations, not onlydid theoperation—as the “violent
embodying of the truth that phallic power is not uniformly distributed”
(Cohen 1995b, 298)—serve to differentiate “real” from “false” hijras/kotis,
but it simultaneously served to locate them unambiguously in the public
imaginary. As Munira insightfully points out, not only does the operation
authenticate them as real hijras, but revealing this corporeal violence also
serves to reclaim respect from society. Recall that when she lifted her sari
and showed her “in-laws” that she had “nothing there,” theywere apparently
satisfied not only about her authenticity as a hijra, but also her legitimacy
as an acceptable “daughter-in-law.”

In this context, frameworks of identity and meaning are produced
through the constant negotiation between ideals or desires and lived ex-
periences. As Margaret Trawick reminds us, there is an inseparable, “fluid
relationship between ideal and experiences in India,” with each related to
the other as “food and spirit, feeling and flesh,” each “constantly being
transformed one into the other” (1990, 23). Perhaps, if hijra constructions
of gender, individuality, and relatedness (and the anthropological endeavor
to understand them) teach us anything at all, it is that notions of culture,
self, and meaning can only be comprehended through the unresolved ten-
sions between such desire and experience, between individuals’ ideals and
practices. To quote Trawick again, in our quest for understanding, we “have
to come to terms with the fact that ‘meaning’ cannot be pinned down, is
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always sought but never apprehended, is never this and never that, never
here nor there but always in between, always inherently elusive and always
inherently ambiguous” (Trawick 1990, xix), a viewpoint that hijras would
readily endorse.

In 1994, the year before I began fieldwork, one of the first mainstream
Hindi films to focus expressly on a hijra’s life was released. Tamanna
(wish/desire) tells the apparently true story of Tiku, a hijra who adopts
and raises a child. As in other Bollywood films, the premise of the plot is
relatively simple: Tiku finds a girl-child abandoned in a dumpster (because
of her gender, as we later find out) and decides to adopt the child and raise
her “himself,” as her adopted “father.” He names her Tamanna presumably
to symbolize not only his aspirations for her, but also his own thwarted
desires. Contriving to keep the knowledge of his “hijra-ness” fromTamanna,
and at great financial and emotional cost, Tiku sends her to boarding school.
In true Bollywood style, after the usual twists and turns in the plot, Tiku’s
love and goodness ultimately triumph. He is reunited with his daughter,
who realizes the value of his strength of character and the purity of his
love. Too late, in a teary scene at the end, Tamanna expresses her love and
respect for him, before Tiku dies in her arms. When I asked one of the hijra
nayaks what she thought of this film, she brightened and said, “Ah! That is
how they should show hijras in films. There are also good people among us
[hijras]. Look at Tiku. That is a person you can respect in life.” Apparently,
despite the marginalization and subtle vilification of the hijra community
in the film, the reclamation of izzat that resulted from Tiku’s various trials
and tribulations and his “successful” negotiation of this value in the wider
society is what ultimately matters.

I conclude this chapter with the words of two of my koti friends in
Hyderabad. The first is Munira, who became my closest hijra friend. When
I first asked herwhat the differencewas between hijras and kada-catla kotis,
she said, “There is a lot of difference, Gayatri. We are people with izzat. We
put the rit and we have other customs [rit-riwaz]. Not like these king by
day, queen by night gandus.” A few months later, when I asked Vijay, a
kada-catla koti, the same question, he replied, “We don’t go around wearing
saris and doing all these rit-wit things like the hijras. We work every day,
and we have some izzat.” To invoke Lawrence Cohen’s phrase once again,
“all thirdness is not alike,” a position that these individuals with the most
at stake would clearly appreciate. And yet, even though these kotis would
disagree on the value attached to their embodied authenticity, the value
itself is couched in similar terms, using the idiom of respect as the primary
marker of difference. Or, asmy koti friendswould say in typical Hyderabadi
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Everyday life at the tank, 1997

Hindi, “Aise-ich hain. Yeh sub izzat ka sawal hain”—“It is like that only.
All of this is a matter of respect.”

postscript

There are twoways Imight end this ethnography. On the one hand,whether
intentionally or not, hijras are being incorporated into a wider, transna-
tional, gayworld. The intensity of their engagementwith this world appears
to have increased, even if their actual experiences of modernity may not
have changed significantly.5 Not only are self-defined gay groups attempt-
ing to incorporate hijras into their political agendas, hijras too are adopting
idioms of modernity in recrafting their identities for a transnational world.
One reading of hijras’ lives would highlight their engagement and artic-
ulation with this world and the possibilities it suggests for constructing
their individuality and “emancipating” themselves in the public domain.
The other reading, however, has to take into account the violence inherent
in their lives and the fact that, sadly, today, many hijras are suffering and
dying from AIDS.
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Under the tank, 2000

In the summer of 2000 I returned briefly tomy home, my field. I had not
seen my hijra friends in about two years and was eagerly anticipating my
visit with them, looking forward to catching up on all their news. A couple
of days after I reached Hyderabad, I went to visit them under the tank. I
took the bus andwalked the last hundredmeters or so to the tank, smiling to
myself at the thought of my hijra friends’ surprised expressions. I got to
the tank and found, to my horror, that all their painstakingly built huts
had been ripped apart. The entire area under the tank was overgrown with
weeds and strewn with bricks, garbage, and pieces of plastic sheeting that
once covered their huts. There were no hijras there.

I ran over to some of the non-hijra neighbors in the bordering housing
colony, people I had gotten to know fairly well over the course of my
fieldwork. I had grown especially close to one of these neighbors, Rukeya, a
youngMuslimwomanwho livedwith her children andmother in one of the
houses nearby and earned her living by selling strings of jasmine flowers
for hijras to put in their hair. Rukeya was at home, and, after exchanging a
few preliminary greetings, I asked after the hijras. She replied fairly matter-
of-factly that the police had finally razed their huts and evicted them for
good from this plot of government land that they had been squatting on for
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at least ten years. She did not sound either particularly surprised or upset,
but seeing my expression, quickly added, “But they still come here in the
evenings. So don’t worry, you can still see them.”

That evening, I returned to the tank. It was around 6:00 p.m. There was
still some light, and as I walked up to the tank, I saw Munira and Aliya
walking in from the other side. I was absolutely overjoyed to see them.
We sat down amid the remnants of their huts and talked. Even though it
had been two years since I had last seen them, it felt like I had never left.
I could not wait to hear about their lives and started bombarding themwith
questions. In retrospect, I should have known somethingwaswrong as soon
as I began to ask after various hijras. Every question I asked about specific
hijras drew only a vague response, a subduedmumbling that that individual
was not here now, was in Bombay, or was just “gone.” In my enthusiasm,
I did not immediately pick up on their hesitation or discomfort. It was only
about an hour later, when I was alone with Munira, that she told me that
four hijras from under the tank had died these past two years, and at least
two of them from AIDS.

One of them was her daughter, Saroja, another of my close friends at
the tank. I had had absolutely no idea that she was even ill. The last letter
I had received from hijras under the tank was one she had written and
mailed almost a year ago. She did not mention her sickness at all in the
letter. Clearly, Saroja’s death was still a painful topic for Munira. Battling
with Munira’s grief, though, was another emotion—anger. “I’m not scared
of saying the word. Saroja died because of AIDS bimari [illness],” she told
me defiantly. “And these bhadvas [pimps] here, they wouldn’t even look at
her when she was dying, Gayatri. What kind of hijras are they, these randis
[crude word for prostitutes] here,” she spat in utter disdain. “I am going to
leave this ‘tanki’ and this work and go live somewhere else in Hyderabad.
What is the point of being a hijra if these people—our people—won’t look
after you when you need it?” she added in absolute indignation. “I have
been saying for a long time that I will go live on my own. Now I am going
to do it, you see.”

I went back to the tank the next few evenings, but I never saw any hijras
again. I was leaving Hyderabad the following week and wanted, at the very
least, to say goodbye. But that was the last I saw of my hijra friends from
the tank. Saroja used to call me at my father’s apartment from a pay phone,
taking great pleasure from this simple act. She would set up a time to call
me in the morning or late in the evening after I got home, anticipating
with both excitement and dread the possibility of my father’s picking up
the phone. “What will he say if he picks it up?” she would ask, giggling.
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“Will he just put the phone down? What will he think when he knows a
hijra is calling you!” she would continue. I am going to really miss hearing
Saroja’s voice over the phone. Her wonderful, wry sense of humor and her
mischievous teasingmanner almost always succeeded in getting a rise out of
the other hijras, not only contributing greatly to my “data,” but also making
my fieldwork experience as enjoyable and rewarding as it was—my form
of therapy for coping with the rigors of fieldwork at home, as I once joked.
I wish I could end on a different note, but I hope this ethnography will
serve as a tribute to the strength and resilience of Saroja as well as other
hijras and kotis and, despite the hardship of their lives, to their hospitality,
humor, warmth, and generosity in the face of tremendous odds.



appendix: main cast of characters

Except for the last character, all of these names are pseudonyms.

munira Senior tank hijra; from North India; about thirty-six years old; loud, likes
to appear fierce and belligerent but is actually quite gentle; foul-mouthed, warm,
generous, with a self-deprecating sense of humor; somewhat vain, worried about
remaining poor and losing her looks; extremely loyal, generous, adventurous; a
charmer; extremely patient and always willing to spend time with me; sees herself
as my protector and benefactress at the tank; my closest friend.

rajeshwari Munira’s sister; from Andhra; about thirty-two years old; educated,
middle-class (natal) family; soft-spoken, even-tempered, confident, somewhat aloof
but extremely polite, dignified, fair; the real authority at the tank, mediator extra
ordinaire. Passed away in 2001.

surekha Munira’s cela and Rajeshwari’s daughter; from Warangal; about twenty-
eight years old; extremely warm, generous to a fault, open, idealistic, somewhat
näıve, eager to please, often taken advantage of and teased mercilessly; educated
through tenth grade, intelligent, keen to learn about new things; a romantic, devoted
to her husband, Rajesh.

saroja Munira’s daughter; from the Telangana coast; approximately thirty years
old; beautiful and knows it; extremely wry sense of humor, always ready to tease,
make fun of others; somewhat selfish; calculating, very observant, quiet, wary of
strangers but completely accepting, thoughtful, and considerate once she warms up.
Passed away in 1999.

aliya Munira’s cela and Rajeshwari’s daughter; from a town a few hours distant;
about twenty-seven years old; the only hijra born to Muslim parents among the
tank group; very masculine musculature, quite striking to look at, bright-eyed, full
of energy; extremely hard-working, extremely responsible, kind-hearted, a realist;
resentful of her guru’s verbal abuses, frequently complaining behind her back.
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shanti Lekha’s cela and Vasundara’s daughter; about forty years old, from Telan-
gana; balding and extremely conscious of it; proud, defensive, loyal, generous, some-
what moody; believes she has been unfairly treated; smart, knowledgeable. Passed
away in 2000.

madhavi Used to be Saroja’s cela; from Nizamabad; twenty-six years old; warm,
extremely generous, prone to exaggeration; self-identified benefactress of the mar-
ginalized, eager to please; sees herself as an iconoclast, martyr, my protector.

nagalakshmi Vasundara’s cela and Rajeshwari’s daughter; from coastal Andhra;
about twenty-seven years old; short, stocky, quiet, funny, idealistic, sometimes aloof,
responsible; avoids the limelight.

srilakshmi Rajeshwari’s cela and Munira’s daughter; from Warangal; approxi-
mately twenty-four years old; muscular, coarse-featured, responsible, hard working,
considerate, generous; somewhat distant but always polite, extremely shy.

sushmita Not officially related to anyone at the tank but a frequent visitor for a
year or two at a time; from coastal Andhra; older than many of the tank hijras,
approximately forty-two; very gentle, shy, unassuming; has a drinking problem;
educated through the tenth grade; warm, extremely generous, hopeless withmoney.

amir nayak Munira and her sisters’ grand-guru (guru’s guru); leader of one of
the Lashkarwala households; migrated years ago from Karnataka; somewhat portly
or matronly-looking; kind, generous, hospitable, warm, non-confrontational, quiet,
well-respected, open; not bound by rigid rules of etiquette.

irfan nayak Leader of one of the Sheharwala households; native of Secunder-
abad; thin, tall, dark, bespectacled; grave, generous, kind, worried about her health,
nonjudgmental; good to her celas. Passed away in 2000.

frank A handsome, middle-aged man; about thirty-six years old; a nonpracticing
Catholic; articulate, dramatic, extremely warm and generous, somewhat egotistic,
a martyr; very direct, sometimes manipulative. Untraceable in the last three years,
and, sadly, rumored to have passed away in 1999.

arif khan A zenana baiji, native of Hyderabad, going on a hundred years; glorious
head of hair, warm, twinkling eyes, open, generous, wonderful sense of humor,
wise; has seen too much to take things terribly seriously, loves his extended family
and especially his grandchildren.

gayatri Living in America; born in Hyderabad; thirty years old; upper-middle-
class; thin, frail-looking; convinced she would get malaria in the field but never
did; short-haired; looks younger than her age; bespectacled; soft-spoken, sometimes
näıve, open to new experiences, constantly asking silly questions; photographer,
inveterate note-taker.



notes

chapter one
1. Fab India is the name of a well-known, somewhat elite, clothing store in New

Delhi that retails a distinctive style of clothing.
2. The term sex/genderwas first used by Gayle Rubin (1975) in her now famous

essay “The Traffic in Women: Notes toward a ‘Political Economy’ of Sex.” I use the
slashed term in this book to highlight the intricate but labile connections between
the terms sex and gender, biology and culture. At the most simplistic level, often,
when the term sex is used in this book, it refers to the empirical category of biological
sex (keeping inmind that even this meaning is inherently unstable, given the poten-
tial disjunctures between the chromosomal, anatomic, and secondary sex attributes
associated with this term). Gender in this construction refers to how we think about
and enact sex on an everyday basis; what we make of our classifications as male
or female. When used in conjunction with the term system, this phrase references
the ideological uses of the sexed/gendered body. I follow Epstein and Straub’s defi-
nition of this phrase: “Sex/gender systems . . . are historically and culturally specific
arrogations of the human body for ideological purposes. In sex/gender systems,
physiology, anatomy, and body codes (clothing, cosmetics, behaviors, miens, af-
fective, and sexual object choices) are taken over by institutions that use bodily
difference to define . . . gender identity” (1991, 3).

3. This definition of hijras is vastly oversimplified and will become more com-
plicated by the end of this ethnography. Also see Nanda (1990, xix–xxi) for the dis-
junctions inherent in hijras’ lives. It is important to note that although the majority
of individuals in this community are phenotypic men (for lack of another phrase)
with a variety of sexual dysfunctions and homoerotic desires who subsequently
excise their genitalia, a minority are intersexed individuals, or people born with am-
biguous genitalia, whatever their chromosomal and hormonal makeup. Clearly the
term hijra includes individuals with a wide range of desires, practices, anatomical
features, and psychological dispositions.

4. This recent focus on filmic representations of hijras does not mean that they
were never depicted in Hindi or vernacular-language films prior to this global
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interest; their presence in the popular Hindi film Sadak is a case in point. But,
arguably, it is only in the past six or seven years that attention has focused so di-
rectly and intentionally on hijras in middlebrow films. This is evidenced by recent
Hindi films such as Tamanna , Dayra , and Darmiyan, which, paradoxically, hijras
both deride as vilification and recommend as providing authentic images of them-
selves. The most recent film in this genre, directed as much toWestern as to Indian
audiences, is Bombay Eunuch, currently playing to critical acclaim in many U.S.
cities.

5. Zia Jaffrey’s book The Invisibles: A Tale of the Eunuchs of India (1996) com-
ments on just such a change in the decade between her first visit with Hyderabadi
hijras and her second in 1994.

6. Independent corroboration of this case proved extremely difficult owing to
the passage of time before I learned of it—hijras didn’t tell me about it until several
months into my fieldwork—and the unwillingness of police to show me their files
or acknowledge this incident (they all claimed ignorance). Given the police’s will-
ingness to malign hijras in personal conversations with me, their intransigence in
this matter was particularly noteworthy and perhaps explained by their reluctance
to reveal the names and addresses of the other, non-hijra party involved. However,
given that hijras themselves sometimes fabricate these accusations to perpetuate
the myths associated with them and instill a sense of fear among non-hijras (see
chapter 3), this abduction story may not be true and should not necessarily be read
as such.

7. Although they are separate (though contiguous and closely related) cities,
in everyday conversations, references to Hyderabad implicitly include Secunder-
abad. Given Hyderabad’s status as the capital of the state (of Andhra Pradesh)
and its longer and more vivid history, most residents—even if, like me, they lived
in Secunderabad—identify as “Hyderabadis.” “Secunderabadi” is not a common
epithet.

8. As the Andhra Pradesh tourist brochures proudly proclaim, Hyderabad is
one of the few cities in contemporary India that still maintains a “unique blend of
Hindu and Muslim cultures” reflecting its history as a Muslim principality as well
as its present-day large Muslim population (36 percent according to the most recent
statistics [Manorama Yearbook 2002]). Given India’s majority Hindu population
(82 percent, with Muslims accounting for only 11 percent of the country’s popu-
lation), very few Indian cities, and certainly no other South Indian cities, have a
similar religious constituency of Hindu/Muslim.

9. The eight kings of the Qutb Shahi dynasty were rulers of the kingdom of
Golconda between 1518 and 1687 CE. Muhammad Quli Qutb Shah, the founder
of the city of Hyderabad, was the fifth king of this dynasty, ruling from 1580 to
1612. The invasion by the Mughals (from north India) and the subsequent capture
of Golconda in 1687 ended the rule of the Qutb Shahi dynasty. However, after the
death of the Mughal emperor Aurangzeb in 1707, the supremacy of the northern
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empire gradually eroded. At the time, a viceroy, or subedar, of the Mughal emperor,
Nizam-ul-Mulk Feroze Jung Asaf Jah, administered the Deccan, or the southern part
of the country. He quickly established his supremacy in the Deccan and in 1724
became the first Nizam and the founder of the Asaf Jahi dynasty. Hyderabad under
the Nizams was the largest princely state in India. The seven Nizams of this dynasty
ruled the kingdom of Golconda/Hyderabad for nearly 225 years until 1948, when
the Hyderabad state became a part of the Indian Union. In 1956, the map of India
was redrawn into linguistic states, and Hyderabad became the capital of Andhra
Pradesh, the first state to be demarcated according to this criterion (Alam 1986;
Prasad 1986; Ray 1988; Ali Khan 1991; Seshan 1993; Luther 1995).

10. This location is currently marked by the famous sightseeing attraction of
Charminar. This monument, indelibly associated with images of Hyderabad, is sit-
uated in the heart of the old city. It was constructed by Muhammad Quli Qutb
Shah between 1591 and 1593, and derives its name from the four minarets on its
corners (carmeans “four”) that frame a two-story structure, including a mosque on
the second floor. Although built to commemorate the end of a plague epidemic,
popular mythology constructs it as a symbol of Muhammad Quli’s love for his wife
Bhagmati (or Hyder Begum).

11. Other large cities in the south, such as Madras and Bangalore, also have sig-
nificant hijra populations, although I amnot surehowextensivehijra genealogies are
in these other cities or whether their numbers were as large a generation or two
ago.

12. The term used most often to refer to hijras in Telugu, the local language
of Andhra Pradesh (the state of which Hyderabad is the capital), is kojja . Perhaps
this term is derived from khoja , itself a derivative of khwaja , “real master” (from
khwajaseras): those who “decorated” the real master in royal Muslim households.
In early (British) colonial accounts, khojas were differentiated from hijras, with the
former being a gloss for hermaphrodites, and the latter denoting the less-respected
eunuchs (Ebden 1855; Crooke 1896; Thurston 1909; Russell, Bahadur, and Lal 1916).
For themost part, when referring to themselves, hijras I spoke to altered their lexical
label according to whether we were speaking Telugu or Hindi. They referred to
themselves as kojjas when speaking Telugu and as hijras when speaking in Hindi.
For purposes of coherence and convenience, I use just one term—hijras, the more
familiar andwidelyused term in the rest of the country—to refer to these individuals.
Hijra is an Urdu word, though its etymology is traceable to Persian, either from the
root word hiz, meaning “effeminate,” or from hich, for a person who is hichgah,
nowhere (Jaffrey 1996, 148).

13. See chapter 4 for hijras’ version of their history in relation to the story of
Rama; also see Nanda 1990 for a similar account.

14. The other hijra lineages in the country, according to much of the literature
and hijras’ own accounts, are Lallanwala, Bhendi Bazar/Bullakhwala, Dhongriwala,
Mandirwala, andChatlawala (cf. Nanda 1990), although the exact number of lineages
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in the country and the particular names of these lineages in the different cities are
debatable.

15. The ilakas, or territorial boundaries of the respective lineages, appear to
have been a major source of conflict. About four or five years ago, a fairly serious
disagreement occurred between the two lineages regarding the Secunderabad ilaka
and whether or not hijras from one lineage had exclusive territorial rights in this
area. As narrated to me (by Lashkarwala hijras), by sheer brute force, Sheharwala
hijras wrested the right to mamgo (lit. ask; obtain their ritual payment, or badhai)
in Secunderabad, and ever since there has been a virtual war between the two
lineages. Even visiting between members of the two houses was proscribed, this
proscription being enforced by a fine for transgression. In addition to the question
of ilakas, Vanitha (one of the Lashkarwala hijras) causedmuch tension by changing
her house from Sheharwala to Lashkarwala. Only in 1997 were the two lineages
reunited—a rapprochement made possible largely by the death of one of the senior
leaders of the Lashkarwala lineage in July of that year.

16. I realize, of course, that in spatializing “the field” in this way, I go against
the grain of recent anthropological cultural critique (Gupta and Ferguson 1997).
However, I do so consciously, to underscore the artifice not just of fieldwork and
the text, but also the authenticity of the native ethnographer. To quote Gupta and
Ferguson in a somewhat different manner than they intended, perhaps “home” is,
after all, “from the start a place of difference” (1997, 33), generative of new ten-
sions and exchanges between the authentic other and the authentic anthropologist
(cf. Narayan 1993; Weston 1997).

17. Tanki in this instance refers to the concrete water tank—a huge circular
tank at least thirty feet wide that is built on stilts, rising to the height of a three-
story building. The English word tank (modified to tanki) was used to refer to this
structure both by hijras and non-hijras.

18. NeitherMannorWoman:TheHijras of India (Nanda1990).A secondedition
of this book was published in 1999. In explaining my agenda, I pointed to the book
and said that I wanted to write a book about hijras in Hyderabadmuch like this book
about hijras in Mumbai and “Bastipore.” In addition to the text, the book contained
photographs of hijras Nanda hadwritten about. As it turned out, hijras inHyderabad
were sufficiently intrigued by the book, of which they had had no knowledge, to
entertain my early efforts at fieldwork.

19. Bidis used to be unfiltered, inexpensive cigarettes smoked by the poor, avail-
able only in India. Now they are being sold in the United States as an “ethnic”
product and cost ten times what they sell for in India.

20. I use feminine pronouns to refer to hijras, following their own usage and
preference.

21. Almost everyone in Hyderabad speaks Telugu, the official state language,
although most people also speak a smattering of Hindi or “Hyderabadi Hindi”—a
bastardized mix of Hindi and Urdu, with a few words of Telugu thrown in for good
measure.



Notes to Pages 15–19 / 239

22. Hijras living under the tank also belonged to the same symbolic houses
as hijras in the old city. Most hijras who lived under the tank were sex workers
and belonged to the Lashkarwala lineage, a fact that the Sheharwala lineage used
explicitly to indicate their greater symbolic capital.

chapter two
1. I amaware that such anarrative strategy—aseparationof ethnographic setting

from theoretical framework—creates an artificial divide between theory and ethnog-
raphy, implying that they are mutually exclusive, unitary categories of thought and
narrative. I retain this artificial division not out of any desire to make a theoretical/
methodological point, but merely for reasons of expediency—as a pragmatic re-
sponse to the length of these chapters, and for the convenience of lay readers
disinclined to engage in the (sometimes abstruse) debates within academic liter-
atures.

2. Following the periodization (and disclaimers) of Ruth Vanita and Saleem
Kidwai (2000), I use the terms ancient and medieval somewhat broadly to denote
periodsbetween theVedic (ca. 1500BCE) and the eighth century, and fromthe eighth
centuryuntil the establishment ofBritish rule in the eighteenth century, respectively.
As Gyanendra Pandey (1989) and others have noted, this form of periodization, with
its use of religious categories as distinguishing markers—an ancient Hindu and a
medieval Muslim era—is a colonialist reading of history. While I do not intend
to perpetuate this understanding, I am limited to some extent by the paucity of
published Indian historical material relating to hijras and to categories of gender
and sexuality more generally. Thus, in following the available historical record,
this account of hijra history depends more than I would like on what I must call
Hindu andMuslim texts and analyses for the so-called ancient andmedieval periods,
respectively.

3. This premodern construction of sexuality has obvious and interesting impli-
cations for Michel Foucault’s contention regarding the nineteenth-century birth of
the “homosexual . . . species” and the concept of sexuality more generally inWestern
Europe (Foucault 1980; cf. Weeks 1981; Greenberg 1988; Halperin 1990; Winkler
1990). However, while theremay be no disputing the antiquity of conceptions of sex-
uality, a “third nature” and prescriptions for sex with individuals belonging to such
a category in ancient India, as well as the meanings attached to these various words
are by nomeans stable and unitary, glossed unproblematically as either “eunuch” or
a “third sex.” We must keep in mind the disjunctures and potential slippage among
these terms when reading this section.

4. Perhaps the best known sex change story is that of theMahabharata ’s Amba/
Sikhandini/Sikhandin, in which the abducted and thereby “defiled” princess Amba,
rejected by both her affianced partner and her (celibate) abductor, Bhishma, prays
to Shiva for the “boon of manhood,” to avenge Bhishma’s thwarting of her “duties
as a woman” (Vanita 2002, 31; see also chapter 4 of this book for hijras’ invocation
of Sikhandin). Another transsexual transformation invoked by hijras is the myth of
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Aravan,whereinAravan agrees to sacrifice himself in battle as long as hemarries and
makes love to awoman first. Asnowomanwaswilling to bewidowed in thismanner,
the god Krishna takes the form of a woman, marries Aravan, makes love to him,
and is subsequently widowed. After a brief period of mourning, Krishna assumes
his male form. Hijras and other kotis engage annually in a ritualized enactment of
this myth at the Koothandavur festival in Tamil Nadu (Shetty 1990; Nanda 1990; cf.
Handelman and Shulman 1997; Doniger 1999; Vanita and Kidwai 2000). See also
the myth of Ila, destined to be a kimpurusha (literally, “what man”), alternating
between being a man for one month and a woman for the next (Doniger 1999;
Vanita 2002).

One of the best-known same-sex procreation stories is that of the embrace of
Shiva and Vishnu (as Mohini), elaborated in the Puranas (Vanita 2002, 69–71), as
well as variations of this myth in these and later texts that document the birth
of a child from Siva’s seed, variously identified as Ayyappa, Skanda, Hanuman, or
Hariharaputra, the child of twomale gods—Hari/VishnuandHara/Shiva (O’Flaherty
1973; Hiltebeitel 1988; Shetty 1990; Doniger 1999; Vanita and Kidwai 2000). Also
note the myth of Bhagiratha, believed to be born of sexual intercourse between two
women (Roy 2000).

5. The relationship between these two understandings of gender—pertaining
to the sex of an individual and grammatical gender—and the necessity for further
clarification of their potential link is exemplified by the changing meaning of linga
at this time. Originally referring only to a “characteristic mark or sign” (Nirukta 1.17;
quoted in Zwilling and Sweet 1996, 372, n. 26; J. Flueckiger, pers. comm.; see also
O’Flaherty 1973; Doniger 2000), the term later came to refer to “sexual characteristic”
in general, and “penis” in particular.

6. The position that gender is characterized by the presence or absence of the
primary and secondary characteristics is presented straightforwardly in the third-
century Brahmanical text Mahabhasya 4.1.3: “[Q:] What is it that people see when
they decide, this is a woman, this is a man, this is neither a woman nor a man?
[A:] That person who has breasts and long hair is a woman; that person who is hairy
all over is a man; that person who is different from either when those characteristics
are absent, is neither woman nor man [napumsaka]” (quoted in Zwilling and Sweet
1996, 372, n. 27).

7. This debate was central to the subsequent division of Jains into two orders—
Svetambara and Digambara. See Dundas 1992 for the history and delineation of
Jain sectarian differences. Also see Jaini 1979 for a more detailed account of Jain
doctrines.

8. These same two characteristics were used to describemollis in Greco-Roman
literature (Halperin 1990).

9. For literature explicitly relating to same-sex love, eroticism, and the ubiquitous
themesof divine love, bridalmysticism, and celibacy in theBhakti andSufi traditions
during this period, see Vanita and Kidwai 2000.
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10. In one interpretation of the Hadiths, or Islamic texts, Prophet Muhammad is
believed to have disavowed castration, stating, “The one who castrates himself does
not belong to my religion. In Islam, chastity takes the place of castration” (quoted
in Jaffrey 1996, 30). As a result, eunuchs were necessarily imported from outside,
given the interdiction against the creation of eunuchs in Muslim courts.

11. In addition toMecca andMadina (usually spelledMedina, but I follow Shaun
Marmon’s spelling in this discussion), the “eunuchs of the Prophet” also existed as
powerful societies at the tombs of the Sultans in Cairo, the Haram al-Sharif Mosque
(commonly known as the Dome of the Rock Mosque) in Jerusalem, and at the tomb
of Abraham inHebron, in addition to other sacred tombs inNajaf among other cities
at the height of the Mamluk Sultanate. In 1990, however, the societies at Mecca and
Madina were the only surviving societies, with seventeen eunuchs still serving in
Madina, and fourteen in Mecca (Marmon 1995, ix). In a fifteenth-century record of
these societies, reference is made to eunuchs from several ethnic groups, including
“Hindi” (from the Indian subcontinent), who make up the majority of eunuchs at
Madina during this period (39).

12. This attribution has interesting echoes in the recent claims by hijra con-
tenders for political election in India (see the conclusion of this book and Reddy
2003).

13. Whilemanyof the eunuchs of the Prophetwere slaves of theMamluk sultans,
others among them had gained their freedom after serving in the Cairo Citadel
(Marmon 1995).

14. As Srivastava (2001) notes, the conjoining of various “unnatural” groups—
tribals, Muslims, and eunuchs—in the colonial imagination and subsequent efforts
to control them through legislation is noteworthy. In discussions preceding the en-
actment of the Criminal Tribes and Acts Bill, not only was there an official motion
to include eunuchs within the rubric of such other “criminal castes,” but stereo-
types about the “unnatural” sexual promiscuity (and implicit interchangeability)
of eunuchs and Muslims abound—evidenced in part by their apparent role, as
“debauched castes,” in outbreaks of venereal disease (Ballhatchet 1980, 20). Accord-
ing to correspondence directed at the Government of India Legislative Office just
prior to the passing of the Criminal Tribes and Castes Bill, “It is probable that in the
three towns of Farrackabád . . . there are not less than 1,500 persons of the hijra and
zánána [non-castrated transvestite] classes. Their condition arises from immemorial
usage, and degrading as it is, their practices are . . . sanctioned by public opinion of
all Mussulmans” (cited in Srivastava 2001, 4).

15. This focus on hijras’ labor, in terms of its sexual nature and its ritual, per-
formative elements, was to resurface in early post-colonial accounts as well (see
Carstairs 1957; Opler 1960).

16. More recently, coercion as a form of recruitment, against overwhelming
ethnographic evidence to the contrary, has been the explicit focus of debate on hijra
origins (Allahbadia and Shah 1992).
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17. See Kuefler 2001 for an account of the centrality of reclaimed masculinity
in the Roman Christianity of late antiquity.

18. It is important to note that despite Gandhi’s brilliance in subverting colo-
nial conceptualizations of masculinity and bringing women, both ideologically
and physically, into the forefront of colonial resistance, his obsessive, if personal,
preoccupation with the “problem” of male sexual desire and the repudiation of such
desire (often upholding patriarchal privileges at the cost of women, who served
merely as either the vehicles of incitement or “proof” of success) are problematic
for the analysis of women’s sexual freedom (Lal 1995).

19. Another noteworthy ethnography of hijras in this genre is Zia Jaffrey’s some-
what impressionistic account of hijras in Hyderabad, The Invisibles: A Tale of the
Eunuchs of India . Jaffrey tells the story of her initial interest and subsequent quest
for information on hijras, revealing more about herself and the people who helped
her gain access to the community in Hyderabad than about hijras themselves. Span-
ning a decade from her first visit to Hyderabad in 1984 to her second, and somewhat
unsuccessful, last visit in 1994, the book is engaging and eminently readable, but it
exemplifies Mattison Mines’s (1994) contention about socially contextualized indi-
viduality in India: It highlights the importance of “knowing people,” rather than a
nuanced understanding of hijras and their everyday lives in Hyderabad.

20. Also noteworthy in this regard is the recent article by Anuja Agrawal (1997).
21. These analyses range from a critique of Dumont’s overreliance on holism

to critiques of purity and pollution as the singular principles of caste order and
Dumont’s orientalizing structural dichotomies, among other issues (e.g., see Tam-
biah 1972; Marriott and Inden 1977; Morris 1978; Berreman 1979; Daniel 1984;
Appadurai 1986; Das and Uberoi 1971; Béteille 1987; Dirks 1987, 2001; Jaer 1987;
Madan 1987; Raheja 1988; Mines 1994; Kapadia 1996).

22. I am grateful to Lawrence Cohen for highlighting this point and clarifying
my thinking in this regard.

23. For other (nonstructuralist) historical and cultural analyses of renunciation
and the iconic value of the sannyasi, see Farquhar 1918; Ghurye 1964; O’Flaherty
1973; Carrithers 1979; Obeyesekere 1981; Ojha 1981; Parry 1982; Thapar 1982;
Burghart 1983; Narayan 1988; van der Veer 1989; Olivelle 1993; Basu 1995; Khan-
delwal 1997, 2001; Phillimore 2001; and Srivastava 2001.

24. See Burghart 1983 and van der Veer 1989 for a critique of this rigid dualism.
25. This is a different form of sexual renunciation from that employed by

wrestlers. The latter is a form of control invested with particular moral meanings,
while the former is a radical abstention, which, from the wrestler’s point of view,
might require different, and maybe less, moral fortitude. Nevertheless, the iconic
value and moral significance of sexual renunciation is common to both ideolo-
gies.

26. This trope and, more generally, the meanings of religious identification/
iconography assume particular significance in light of Hyderabadi hijras’ generic
Muslim identification, a point I elaborate in chapter 5.
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27. I am not arguing here for the primacy of the Mediterranean notion of honor
that only subsequently “diffused” to other regions. It is conceivable that the notion
of honor as it is constructed in South Asia, for instance, was constitutive of the idea
that has since become the essence of the Mediterranean region. However, I have no
data to support this notion, nor is it my primary analytic question.

28. See Jeffery 1979; Papanek and Minault 1982; and Mandelbaum 1988 for
ethnographic accounts of purdahmorality; see also Karlekar 1986, 1991;Mani 1986,
1998; Chatterjee 1989, 1997; and Sinha 1995 for similar analyses of themateriality of
the “women’s question” within Indian nationalist discourse in the colonial context.

29. According to McHugh (1998), the Nepali word ijjat is a transformation of
the Hindi/Urdu term izzat, which in turn derives originally from Farsi.

chapter three
1. I use the term cartography somewhat ironically to indicate the differential

mappings of identity as well as to highlight the overlapping, sometimes contradic-
tory terrains of identity-construction and politics among these groups (see Weston
1993, 1998). I borrow the term sex/gender from Gayle Rubin (1975, 1984).

2. In this book, I use the terms hijra and kojja almost synonymously, following
Hyderabadi hijras’ usage. By and large, theHindi/Urdu term hijra is usedmore often
in the north of the country, whereas the Telugu term kojja is more specific to the
state of Andhra Pradesh, of which Hyderabad is the capital. For consistency I use
the more common term hijra rather than kojja when referring to the community in
Hyderabad, regardless of their linguistic context of use.

3. In Kira Hall’s work among hijras in north India, this vocabulary is referred
to as Farsi (Hall 1995, 1997). Although I did not come across this usage in my own
fieldwork in Hyderabad, hijras’ use of this term is interesting for its potential in-
vocation of historical and religious legitimacy—as an identity/vocabulary deriving
from (Islamic/Shi’a) Persia or Iran, where the Farsi language (which, incidentally,
bears no clear etymological relationship to this hijra/koti vocabulary) was and is
spoken to this day.

4. The word koti does exist in Telugu; it means “monkey.” Initially, when I asked
hijras whether their use of the term had any connection with this meaning, they just
laughed and dismissed it outright. They could not tell me the etymology or history
of their word, however. The term koti probably has no discernable relation to the
commonly used Telugu term, although some maintain that its usage in this context
alludes to someonewho swings frombranch to branchwithmultiple partners,much
like a monkey or koti. More plausibly, the meaning derives from a Kannada term
for dancer (K. Nagaraj, pers. comm.), and in general terms implies an effeminate
man in koti vocabulary.

5. I use the feminine gender when referring to hijras because that is what they
usually prefer and use.

6. I use masculine pronouns to refer to these kotis largely because of their self-
referential terms (to me), but also because the feminine pronoun was used by these
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kotis (unlike hijras) only in some contexts (e.g., when referring to fellow kotis or in
the context of bantering conversations in collective koti gatherings).

7. Open acknowledgment of relations with men was taboo among hijras; only
hijra sex workers disclosed such information to me. Men who were hijras’ pantis,
however, were apparently not stigmatized by non-hijra society on account of their
sexual relationships. Not only was engaging in sex with a hijra seen as equivalent
to any other extramarital sexual experience, but it might also be invested with a
certain amount of pride. As one of these men told a male acquaintance of mine,
“[having sex with a hijra] is a different kind of excitement [masti]. You should try it
at least once.”

8. In one case, however, I was explicitly asked to intervene by “talking sense into”
one koti (BR), who had abandoned his wife and children and temporarily joined
the hijras. The other kotis—BR’s friends—told me to try to get BR to “live a decent
life and go back to his wife.” It was significant that only after BR joined the hijras
was he believed to be leading an indecent life. Prior to this, he had been cruising
the park with his other koti friends for at least ten years. Even though he had been
married all this time, the koti lifestyle was not considered transgressive in the same
way as his current (proto) hijra lifestyle.

9. In the rest of the chapter, I use the term pantis to refer to these individuals
rather than to exclusively heterosexual men.

10. It may not be a defining criterion at all; see chapter 4 in this context for an
elaboration of another embodied axis of identity/difference.

11. Hijras often earn only half or a third of what female sex workers in the same
area earn.

12. I explore kinship relations in chapter 7.
13. It is difficult to talk of class and to place hijras in a particular class based

on income, the “traditional” parameter for this differentiation (e.g., see Béteille
1982; and Dickey 1993 for a problematization of this criterion). In terms of actual
income, hijras probably qualify as upper-middle-income or at least middle-income
people, which ordinarily connotes a very different lifestyle—equivalent to that of
a semiaffluent middle-class—than the one they live. Judging by their lifestyle, they
would probably be classed as low-income/lower-class.

On a different note, the similarity in solvency (Rajesh’s poverty and Surekha’s
income/earning potential) and patterns of caring between hijras and their “hus-
bands” and between travestis in Brazil and their partners—as detailed byDonKulick
in Travesti (1998)—is striking. Equally striking is the difference in the degree of
abjection between hijras and travestis. In these relationships, travestis appear to be
able to hold their own or maintain their izzat better than hijras. Why this might be
so begs analysis, but I lack the space to go into it here.

14. The etymology of the term naran probably derives from nari, the Hindi term
for women.

15. Despite my attempts to negate the various linguistic and sartorial markers
of class, I was undoubtedly perceived as an upper-middle-class woman, invoking
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potential class barriers to communication (see Kumar 1992 for a different interpre-
tation of class and gender difference, and its impact on communication).

16. There appeared to be class differences on this issue.While self-identified gay
men in Hyderabad, who generally had a higher socioeconomic status, had heard
about and interacted in a few instances with lesbian women, this was obviously not
the case with hijras (see chapter 9 for an elaboration of these differences).

17. I hesitate to use the term category because, first, kotis cannot be neatly
packaged into isolated, hermetically sealed categories, and, second, I describe them
as ideal types within a given subgroup; no single individual subscribes to all of the
criteria of membership all of the time. Nevertheless, the term does capture some
degree of closure, which I think is essential not only for theoretical purposes, but
also, and more importantly, for how they think of themselves in given contexts.
Most individuals would situate themselves as being a certain type of koti, opposed
to other kotis in a given situation, but this identification was understood to be
fluid to some extent and did not proscribe the crossing of koti lines in a different
context.

18. Another common term for hijras is na-mardi, otherwise translated as “with-
out maleness.”

19. Circumcision was mentioned by badhai hijras as yet another difference be-
tween themselves as “real” hijras and kandra hijras (who did not rigidly enforce
circumcision as a criterion of membership) as “false” hijras. Kandra hijras, accord-
ing to this reckoning, were inauthentic on various levels, not merely sexual but also
religious.

20. Until recently, they had to vote as men and were listed accordingly in the
government census. In 1994, they won the right to vote as women if they chose (Hall
1997). In the last few years, they have also successfully stood for election—and in
at least one instance won—from seats reserved for women. However, this electoral
win was disputed in the courts for precisely this reason—hijras’ putative sex or
gender. Kamla-jan’s opponent in the election is contesting her electoral win on the
grounds that hijras are not in fact women but (impotent) men, a position that has
won support in the lower courts and the Madhya Pradesh High Court, and is to be
appealed in the Supreme Court.

21. All of these are either large metropolitan cities that serve as major centers
for in-migration, or erstwhile Muslim principalities (prior to Indian independence).

22. See chapter 1 for a list of these houses. I expand on the meaning and signif-
icance of a hijra house in chapter 7.

23. I use masculine pronouns to refer to zenanas because this is how hijras refer
to them and in most instances, how zenanas refer to themselves.

24. A pathan suit is the dress originally associated with Pathans (from Afghani-
stan) in the popular imagination—a long shirt to the knees, worn over a loose-fitting
salwar, or pajama. See Lawrence Cohen (2002) for an elaboration of the relationship
between Pathans, “staple of the colonial homoerotic” and current conceptualizations
of homosexuality (153).
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25. “This line” refers to the (little) line of sex between men in opposition to the
(big) line of sex between men and women (see Cohen 1995a, 2002).

26. Again, I use masculine pronouns to refer to kada-catla kotis because that is
how they refer to themselves (in most contexts) and how hijras andmost other kotis
refer to them.

27. See chapter 9 for an elaboration of this issue.
28. These individuals would perhaps be referred to as AC/DCs by hijras, even if

gay men might not refer to themselves in this way.
29. Since the conclusion of my fieldwork, another nongovernmental organiza-

tion—Mithrudu (alsomeaning “companion” or “friend” in Telugu)—has been estab-
lished in Hyderabad. The tension between these organizations in terms of their os-
tensible class-base, their “authenticity” in speaking for the (alternative sex/gendered)
public, their sources of funding, and the personal friction between their founders,
reveals the different stakes and refractions implicit in this project of gay identi-
fication.

30. Since the conclusion of my fieldwork, Sathi has acquired office space and
a telephone line, and its community outreach efforts have far greater appeal and a
much wider impact than when I originally conducted my fieldwork.

31. Each issue costs fifty Indian rupees, or approximately one dollar.
32. I use feminine pronouns in referring to Frank, following his own usage. My

conversations with Frank were mostly in English.
33. I use masculine pronouns when referring to jogins and siva-satis, following

their usage as well as that of hijras.
34. This appears to be a Telugu-derived word from the roots kshemam (good),

and arti (propitiation of the deity).
35. The suffix ollu refers to “people.” For transliterative purposes, I use the term

jogins when rendering the plural of this category, and jogin when rendering the
singular.

36. Puttuka means “birth” in Telugu. The index of birth or biological embod-
iment was yet another axis of (naturalized) authenticity along which “real” and
“not-as-real” kotis (including hijras) were sometimes identified and differentiated.

37. While goddess possession is the most common form of divine possession,
an important variant is possession by one of the various incarnations of Siva and
Vishnu (includingKoothandavur, the godwhose festival inTamilNadu is commonly
referred to as the “hijra festival” in the popular press, owing to the number of sari-
clad men in attendance). Significantly, it is not only men who get possessed by
the goddess/god, but also women, further complicating the jogin “category” by the
inclusion of individuals (narans) who are not kotis.

38. In recent years, articles in the popular press have reported increasing friction
between “real” and “fake” hijras, leading in many instances to violence and police
arrests. As Sanjay Narad reported from Bhopal, eight hijras (including one recently
elected local politician) were recently arrested for forcibly emasculating a man they
claimed was a “fake” hijra who was stealing their rightful income by impersonating
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hijras. This actwas the culmination of a protracted quarrel between these two groups
of “real” and “false” hijras (Narad 2003; cf. Meghdoot 2000).

39. This understanding perhaps overly reifies the distinction between sex and
gender. However, there was a discernable difference in hijras’ reactions to berupias
and to AC/DCs, a difference not entirely attributable to the economic factor of
income-generation or “stealing.”

chapter four
1. Throughout this chapter, I use the terms sex work or prostitution to refer to

sex in return for money. While I recognize that sex work or prostitution can be
variously constructed (White 1990; de Zalduondo 1991; Schoepf 1995; Manderson
and Jolly 1997; Turshen 1998), hijras use these terms to imply engaging in sex in
return for money fairly consistently across various contexts. I adopt their usage in
this chapter.

2. This is one of the two symbolic houses in Hyderabad; see chapters 3 and 7,
where I elaborate on the meanings and symbols associated with these houses.

3. As mentioned in the introduction, hijras’ alignment with an ascetic image did
not appear to have any explicit anticaste potential in the manner of Khare’s (1984)
Lucknow Chamars, although such alignment could be interpreted as an implicit
critique of the hierarchies of caste, class, and religion.

4. Not until about threemonths intomy fieldwork did hijras—celas and gurus—
openly acknowledge their engagement in sex work.

5. Not surprisingly, hijras emphasize desire rather than the exchange of money,
even though the latter is what differentiates current kandra hijra activities from
their predecessors’ enactment of sexual desire.

6. Presumably, in this context, the “bad work” in question is not merely enacting
sexual desire but doing so publicly in return for money.

7. See Cohen 1995b for “alternative” (non-hijra) frameworks of thirdness, pred-
icated on the semiotic potential of terms such as saheli (girlfriend).

8. Interestingly, when Amir nayak initially used the phrase “naqli [false/rogue]
sannyasis,” she was not referring to the difference between the badhai and kandra
hijras. Instead, it was in the context of indicating that all hijras were one step better
than sannyasis because, unlike these potentially false sannyasis, hijras were really
celibate, having no physical ormental desire. My subsequent question regarding the
role of kandra hijras in this framework was what occasioned the response quoted
earlier.

9. Even though hijras identified as Muslims after joining the community (see
chapter 5), most Hyderabadi hijras were not Muslims at birth. For the most part,
hijras in Hyderabad were born as Hindus and grew up surrounded by Hindumyths,
symbols, and iconography (see Knipe 1975 and Kakar 1981 for accounts of a “Hindu
world image”). However, it is important to note in this context that a “Hindu
world image” or “tradition,” despite the essentializing potential of such terminology,
is not a single tradition but a “mosaic of cults, sects and deities . . . constituted
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throughplurally authored,multiplymotivatedmythswhichmust be readnot only as
alterations and reinterpretations but also as appropriations and contestations”
(Pathak and Sengupta 1995, 288).

10. In this chapter I have adopted Olivelle’s (1993) translation of tapas as asceti-
cism. Further, although recognizing that asceticism and renunciation (sannyasa)
could evoke marginally different meanings, I have used the two terms synony-
mously here. Thus, asceticism is also referred to as sannyasa , and its proponents as
sannyasis or sannyasins (male) and sannyasinis (female).

11. This is obviously not a complete description ofHinduismnor does it take into
account the impact of other movements that emphasize devotion to god (bhakti-
marga) rather than asceticism or paths to salvation such as knowledge (jnana-
marga) andgoodacts (karma-marga). Explicitly challenging thedominanceofVedic
sacrificial religion and the caste, linguistic, and gender exclusions implicit in these
paths, bhakti (devotion), as the term implies, emphasized personal religious expe-
rience and intimacy with one’s deity (especially with Shiva and with Vishnu in his
earthly incarnations of Krishna and Rama), incorporating a radically new form of
religious expression aswell as social protest. The earliest proponents ofbhakti canbe
traced to South Indian (Alvar and Nayanar) hymnists in the seventh and eighth cen-
turyCE, although itwasn’t until the fourteenth century or so that thismarga , or path,
spread to the north and became an increasingly popular movement and acknowl-
edged formof religious expression, one that inspired a plethora ofmusical traditions,
art forms, and poetry that live on to this day (e.g., see Lele 1981; Hawley 1984, 1988;
Eck and Mallison 1991; Lorenzen 1995; Anand 1996; Narayanan and Cutler 1996).

During this same period, Sufism also prospered—the mystical Islamic tradition
that emphasizes direct personal experience of God as the path toward the “truth”
of divine love and knowledge, and the veneration of a pir (teacher) or charismatic
Sufi figure. Although the founders of the most important Sufi lineages, such as
Chisti, Naqshbandi, Suhrawadi, and Qadiri, were central and west Asian in origin,
they flourished in the Indian subcontinent, especially during the fifteenth through
the seventeenth centuries, alongside the various bhaktimovements of the time (see
Schimmel 1976; Eaton 1978; Desiderio 1995).

12. The potential association between the means by which “ascetic heat” is gen-
erated, that is, bodily manipulation, and hijras’ corporeal asceticism is especially
noteworthy.

13. As indicated by this myth, tapas is not only creative but also potentially dis-
ruptive, threatening the order of the universe; hence the necessity of distracting
the (male) sannyasin by sending a woman. However, in other Indian myths and
philosophies, it is female power that is transcendent and responsible for the
creation of the universe. In this context, as Margaret Trawick notes, there is a po-
tentially fascinating “magnetism” or confluence between Samkhya cosmology and
Jacques Lacan’s semiotic/psychoanalytic theories: the “notion that the rupture of
a transcendent male consciousness into the primeval maternal equilibrium causes
the world to be created.” In all of these analyses, including present-day Indian “folk”
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wisdom, desire is recognized as both a “painful but creative activating process in
the world” (Trawick 1990, 146).

14. These were “solutions” offered most readily to men. For women, of course,
the ultimate ideal is pativrata—being a chaste wife and serving one’s husband—
through which one could potentially attain liberation. But as Ojha (1981) and Khan-
delwal (2001) note, women do in fact become renouncers, or sannyasinis, without
necessarily “becom[ing]men in order to gain legitimacy as renouncers” (Khandelwal
2001, 158). Also see Khandelwal 1996 and 1997 for excellent analyses of the com-
plex gendered ideologies mediating (female) sannyasinis’ accounts of themselves
and the tradition of renunciation.

15. The origin and history of this fourfold asrama system remains a subject of
much debate (see Dumont 1960; O’Flaherty 1973; Kakar 1981; Heesterman 1982;
Olivelle 1993).

16. Some theorists argue against the asramas as stages of life, preferring to view
them as voluntary vocations (Olivelle 1993).

17. While recognizing that the Brahmanical theory of the four asramas “brought
asceticism into conventional custom by making it the last stage of a man’s cur-
riculum,” Thapar views ascetics as social dissenters expressly because of their rejec-
tion of the grhasta asrama , or the householder stage, that is, their “negation of the
family as a basic unit of society . . . and insistence on celibacy” (1978, 73). Inherent
in this “act of opting out of the existing lifestyle and substituting a distinctively
different one . . . [is that] the characteristics of the new lifestyle [are] seen as a protest
against the existing one” (84). “But,” she adds, “the element of protest was muted by
the wish, not to change society radically, but to stand aside and create an alternative
system” (86).

18. Drawing on the relationship between the androgyny of Siva and the goddess
in various forms, David Shulman posits an argument for understanding gender as
an infinite, concentric regression. As he says, “The goddess always has the male
inside her, while she is somewhere inside of him. . . . If one gender is thus effectively
wrapped inside the other, largely deriving from the other, we could perhaps do
better to think of gender generally as an infinite concentric regress, male within
female, within male within female . . . ” (Shulman and Handelman 1997, 157–58).

19. As the story (somewhat simplified) is popularly understood, Sikhandi was
the reincarnated form of Amba, a woman slighted by Bhishma. Amba then swore
revenge on him and finally, after a period of tapas, achieved her goal by becoming
the charioteer of Arjuna in the final battle between the Kauravas and the Pandavas
in the Mahabharata . Recognizing Sikhandi as Amba reincarnated, Bhishma could
not fire an arrow at him/her. In the time Bhishma took to hesitate, Arjuna, shielded
by Sikhandi, shot the fatal arrow that killed Bhishma. Of the various mythological
figures that hijras associated themselves with, this was one of the few that was not
simultaneously a man and a woman, that is, a non-differentiated entity.

20. As mentioned earlier, the term nirvan means rebirth and indexes Hindu/
Buddhist understandings of rebirth through enlightenment. This construction also
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potentially invokes particular appropriations of birth, differentiating spiritual from
physical birth. As Kumkum Roy notes in a different context, spiritual birth (often
defined as masculine) often takes precedence over physical birth, as in those initi-
ation ceremonies where upper-caste Hindu boys are “reborn” from their spiritual
teachers (1995, 15–16).

21. For more details on this topic, see Nanda 1990; a whole chapter is devoted
to the ritual and significance of this operation.

22. This article was given to me by a kada-catla koti who thought I “might be
interested in this story,” but presumably also to underline his moral superiority as
a koti who “doesn’t do these sorts of things”; see chapter 9 for potential tensions
between hijras and kada-catla kotis.

23. Rumors circulated long after the article was printed that this initial recount-
ing was a slight exaggeration. The eager reception of this account, however, merely
highlights the mainstream public’s fascination with these stories about hijras (and
tawa’ifs, according to Oldenburg 1992) and is perhaps one more instance of the
generation of ambivalence at the boundaries of respectability (Goffman 1963).
More generally, such incidents (and their coverage by the media) are deeply impli-
cated in wider issues of sex trafficking, fueling various global moral panics (Vance
2003).

24. This begging for alms from shop owners is a contemporary hijra occupation
that is both accepted and even legitimized by references to sannyasis (ascetics) and
mendicants who beg for a living.

25. A version of this story was related to Serena Nanda as well; see Nanda 1990,
31–32.

chapter five
1. Of the thirty hijra sex workers living under the water tank, only two were

Muslim at birth; two were Christian (including the speaker here, Surekha), and the
rest were Hindu before they joined the hijra community. I am not as certain about
the natal religious affiliations of badhai hijras because many of them claimed to
have been born as Muslims, although this was refuted by other hijras. Of the fifteen
badhai hijras I got to know fairly well, only one was born to a Muslim family.

2. There is a strong commitment to a common set of normative practices in
Islam (Prindle 1988). In this context, Cantwell Smith (1957) points out that there
is no word for orthodox in any Islamic language, suggesting that it may be more
appropriate to refer to Islamic orthopraxy, or commonality of practice, rather than
orthodoxy, or commonality of belief. As he states, “The word usually translated as
‘orthodox,’ actuallymeans rather ‘orthoprax,’ if wemay use the term. A goodMuslim
is one . . . whose commitment may be expressed in practical terms that conform to
an accepted code” (1957, 28).

This is not to imply that there is a disjuncture between praxis and mythology/
symbolic iconography in India, one being associated strictlywith Islamand the other
with Hinduism. Rather than indicating a divergent model of identity-formation,
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hijras’ deployment of religious symbols and practices highlights the intricate imbri-
cation of Hinduism with Islam in India and simultaneously questions an opposi-
tional relationship between religious praxis/ideology by pointing to the flawed logic
of divergence implicit in these assumptions.

3. Although it seemedcompletely self-evident tohijras, I didnot knowabout their
self-identified Muslim affiliation until a few months after I began fieldwork. Much
to my surprise, all hijras in Hyderabad claimed to be Muslim, although they were
not necessarily devout practitioners. While this could be an artifact of the cultural/
regional context, as mentioned in the introduction (i.e., Hyderabad is 36 percent
Muslim, unlike many other Indian cities), the fact remains that, whatever their
natal religion, all hijras in this city identified as Muslim, if not in creed then at least
in many of their practices.

4. This aspect of their lifestyle is well known and frequently noted in the lit-
erature on hijras (Salunkhe 1976; Nanda 1990), and often commented upon by
non-hijras.

5. Hyderabadi Muslims are primarily Sunnis, although there is a significant
Shi’ite minority, especially in the old city (Pinault 1992). The Qutb Shahi dynasty—
the founders of the Golconda/Hyderabad kingdom—were Shi’as. Their successors,
the Asaf Jahi dynasty—the seven Nizams of Hyderabad—were Sunnis, although
they continued their predecessors’ sponsorship of public Muharram processions
and Shi’ite shrines in the city. While Hyderabadi hijras did not explicitly identify as
Shi’a Muslims, the fact that they celebrate Muharram suggests that they are more
likely to identify as Shi’a than as Sunni. Note, however, that Sunni Muslims in
Hyderabad have been known to incorporate elements of Shi’a ritual and imagery in
their ideology and practice of Islam.

6. I am extremely grateful to Lawrence Cohen for pushing me to extend my
analysis here and for pointing me toward this line of reasoning.

7. This term has been variously translated as “Islamic tradition” (Ahmad 1980),
the “practices of the Prophet” (Ewing 1988), and the “ritual involved in individual
practices such as circumcision” (Mehta 1996). Hijras in Hyderabad used the term in
the latter sense, and that is how I employ it in this chapter.

8. This village is about four hours from Hyderabad in the same state, Andhra
Pradesh. The name of the village has been changed to protect the anonymity of the
hijra.

9. In a recent article, DeepakMehta (1996) discusses the constitution of the male
body through and by the ritual of circumcision. In this article, he distinguishes
between the two terms khatna and musalmani, as used by the Ansari Muslims of
Uttar Pradesh (in northern India) to refer to circumcision. In my own fieldwork, I
did not come across the latter term. Further, while he states that the use of the terms
khatna and sunnat reflect a class difference, I did not find this to be true among
hijras in Hyderabad.

10. The term bijli refers to electricity in Hindi. This was Shanti’s chosen “work”
name, with Shanti being her more commonly invoked hijra name. Baksh is the
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suffix or appellation given to all members of this particular hijra house, a term that
implies “to give” in Urdu/Farsi.

11. Women can make this pilgrimage, but they must be accompanied by a
guardian (mahram)—their husbands, fathers, brothers, or sons (all of whom hijras
“officially” lack).Women are prohibited from going unescorted. Relatively fewMus-
lim women from India actually go on the Hajj, however (Sharif 1975 [1921]; Ahmad
1980). The wordmahram translates as “forbidden,” that is, in the context of sexual
morality, onewho is “forbidden” sexually (by virtue of consanguinity) and is thereby
“permitted” morally.

12. Although namaz is incumbent on both women and men, women cannot
perform this act if they are menstruating, postpartum, or have not completed their
ablutions before prayer, as is the case with many householder women.

13. This was the rule for Lashkarwala hijras. I am not certain if this rule applies
to all hijras.

14. Nowadays, Sunnis in India may also celebrate this occasion, and it appears
to serve more to demarcate Muslims from non-Muslims than to signify the rift
between the two Muslim sects.

15. An asurkhana is the shrine where alams—the crests that symbolize the
battle-standards of the Karbala martyrs—are stored, and where the annual Muhar-
ram liturgies, or majalis, are held. Matam refers to the expression of grief or loss
and, in the Shi’ite context, describes the ritual lamentations mourning the death
of those killed during the battle of Karbala in the seventh century. The most com-
mon form of matam is repeated breast-beating, either with one’s hand or, in more
extreme forms, with razors or knives (Pinault 1992).

16. In the past, many Hindus (including senior officials in the Nizam’s court)
used to accompany these processions. This is less common today, and participation
in the procession is becoming more of a religious marker in the politicized climate
of religious/ethnic conflict in present-day Hyderabad.

17. This was true in Hyderabad. Prior to Ijaz nayak’s death, there was a long-
standing dispute between the Lashkarwala and Sheharwala houses, with virtually
no contact between them. Visiting or interacting with hijras from the other house
incurred a stiff fine if the nayaks discovered it. Only the death of Ijaz nayak and the
impending roti stimulated the settlement of this acrimonious, six-year dispute.

18. Also referred to as Bedhraj Mata (deriving from the location of the temple
dedicated to her, Bedhrajpur in Gujarat), or Murgi (chicken) Mata, from the vehicle/
animal she is depicted as riding.

19. Serena Nanda was told a version of the samemyth by hijras she interviewed;
see Nanda 1990, chap. 3.

20. It is noteworthy that Hindus form the bulk of hijras’ clientele. Although I am
not sure why, it is perhaps not coincidental that amongHindus, hijras see the Sindhi
community—people originally from the northwest region of the country where the
hijra’s temple now stands—as being their most lucrative and respectful clients.
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21. For opposite views, including the contention that the principles of Islam did
not affect Hinduism as a whole and vice versa, see Panikkar 1963.

22. Karma implies the self’s past determining the present and denotes an ethic
of responsibility; talavrata/talaividi, as the terms imply (in Telugu and Tamil res-
pectively), refer to one’s fate inscribed on one’s forehead at birth, without any
necessary relation to prior actions (Keyes and Daniel 1983).

23. The simultaneous deployment of these enactments potentially troubles the
very categories “Hindu” and “Muslim,” pointing to historically and contextually
constructed meanings of these referents.

24. I do realize that the historical and the cultural, insofar as one can artificially
separate them, are not mutually exclusive bases of analysis, but I address them as
such merely for reasons of clarity.

25. This region—the Deccan plateau—came under Muslim domination in the
fourteenth century, with the establishment of the Bahmani kingdom by Hasan
Gangu, an erstwhile official in the north Indian kingdom of the Delhi Sultanate. As
legend has it, Hasan Gangu claimed descent from the Sassanid ruler, Bahman ibn
Isfandiyar of Iran and thereby adopted the title of Bahman Shah after which the
kingdom was named. However, as a popular legend has it, his name (and the name
of the kingdom he established) derives from a corruption of the word brahman.
Apparently, on his journey south, Hasan fell asleep one afternoon under the shade
of a tree. A Hindu brahman, or priest passing by noticed to his astonishment that,
much like the representation of the Hindu god Vishnu reclining under the hood of a
cobra, Hasan was also protected by a cobra. Impressed, the priest waited till Hasan
woke up and offered to become his servant, under the condition that his name be
added to Hasan’s. Hasan agreed and, following the establishment of his kingdom,
named it after the Brahmin. Following the disintegration of the Bahmani kingdom
in the early sixteenth century, the Qutb Shahis emerged as a prominent dynasty
who staked their claim—and eventually established their suzerainty—over what
was to be known as the kingdom of Golconda.

As an aside, although I did not personally come across the term Farsi in ref-
erence to hijra/koti “language,” the fact that this term—analogous to the language
spoken in Persia/Iran—was used by hijras in Banaras to refer to their distinctive
vocabulary/language is at least interesting and potentially significant (see Hall 1995,
1997).

26. The city was modeled after Persian cities such as the garden city of Isfahan,
where Mir Momin—the prime minister of Muhammad Quli Qutb Shah, who was
entrusted with the task of planning the city—grew up. It was planned as a city
“unparalleled anywhere in the world and a replica of heaven on earth” (Kakar 1995,
5; cf. Luther 1995). If traveler’s accounts are to be believed, it was indeed a great
and beautiful city, renowned for its cuisine, patronage of the arts and other hedo-
nistic pleasures, and the graciousness of its people—a cultural legacy that lingers
in the collective memory of Hyderabadis today. Further, despite the Perso-Islamic
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domination and explicit patronage of Shi’ism by these rulers, it was a time of reli-
gious tolerance as well. Several non-Muslims—including Hindus—were appointed
to administrative positions and shared political power at court, as noted by travel-
ers such as Jean-Baptiste Tavernier and Francois Martin, who visited the city in the
seventeenth century (Tavernier 1995 [1676]; Martin 1983).

27. Again, the potential slippage between the contemporary hijra category and
that of eunuch slave, and the sometimes problematic inclination to read present
realities into past texts/histories must be kept in mind.

28. A variation of this story that was related to me was that Mahbub Ali Pasha
was not in Hyderabad at the time of his son’s birth and summoned the hijras to
Aurangabad where he was currently stationed. Heeding his summons, the hijras
could not return to Hyderabad in time to bless Osman Ali Khan’s son.

29. See Ahmed and Singh 2002 for a potential exception in this regard.
30. Such communal violence in India came to a head a decade ago during the

Babri Masjid crisis. This crisis refers to the 1992 destruction by Hindu karsevaks, or
workers of right-wing Hindu organizations in India, of a mosque in Ayodhya that
was built in the sixteenth century by the Mughal emperor, Babur. The karsevaks
maintained that the mosque was apparently built on the premises that marked
the exact birthplace of Rama, the eponymous hero of the epic Ramayana . The
destruction of the mosque resulted in widespread rioting and communal violence,
in which thousands died all over the country, including in Hyderabad.

31. The popularity and subsequent spread of the Urdu language (and even its
etymology) derives from these polyglot armies. The term itself is a Turkish word
meaning “camp” (which also shares the root for the word “horde” in English), and
the language is a mixture of Turkish, Persian, and Hindi—the languages spoken by
the various soldiers recruited in these armies.

32. By communalism, these secularists do not mean a civic sense or responsibil-
ity, as the term is commonly used in the United States, but a specifically local, South
Asian meaning that derives from affiliation with one’s religious, ethnic, linguistic
community, often to the active exclusion of other communities that share the same
social and geographic space (see Ludden 1996).

33. Recall Munira’s statement that “we are even more Muslim than Muslims”
(by virtue of the operation).

chapter six
1. In other words, become “reborn” as a hijra, having undergone excision of the

male genitalia.
2. Most trains in India have an enclosed compartment reserved for women.

Some hijras, like Munira, said they traveled only in these compartments for fear
of getting harassed by men. While hijras are supposedly allowed to travel free on
any form of public transportation in the subcontinent, especially trains, Munira
and a few others took pride in not doing so. Instead, they bought their tickets like
every other passenger. On a tangential note, on this same occasion, there was much
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consternation because Aliya had mistakenly been identified as a man on her ticket.
Before setting off, they wanted me to go to the railway reservation office with them
and get this rectified. My presence, they felt, would invoke a linguistic (English) and
class privilege that would get the job done more quickly than if they were to go by
themselves, and they were probably right.

3. In addition to such practices, hijras also inscribe their understandings of gen-
der through and onto their relationships with pantis, an issue I explore further in
chapters 7 and 8.

4. Jogins and siva-satis also used these cimtes, as Nicholas Bradford (1983)
noted during his research with jogappas in the neighboring state of Karnataka. In
Bradford’s account, the instrument jogappas used was referred to as darsan, while
hijras use that term for the beard and the act of using the instrument to pluck one’s
beard.

5. While I do not know the specific etymology of the term paonbattawala , the
word paonmeans “feet” in Hindi, batta means “cloth” in Telugu, andwala refers to
a person (male). According to hijras, paonbatta was their (koti) word for marriage.

6. It is interesting that fairness is invariably conflated with femininity. Although
the issue of race does not have the emotionally valenced meanings in India that it
does in theUnited States, the color of one’s skin is nevertheless a potent signifier. For
hijras, fairer skin is associated with enhanced beauty and femininity. This relation-
ship of whiteness or race/coloniality to gender appears to be metonymic rather than
metaphorical. Passing as a woman is not like passing as white; rather, whiteness is
a part of femininity (and possibly vice versa [L. Cohen, pers. comm.]). Hence hijras’
construction of my appearance: to them, my fairness was less a reflection of class
status than of femininity itself. See O’Flaherty 1980; Daniel 1984; Trawick 1990; and
Alter 1992 for excellent analyses of the significance of color in relation to gendered
identifications in India. In seeming contrast, however, at the mythic level, white is
associatedwith Siva, while dark (red or black) is associatedwith Siva’s consort, Sakti
in many of her forms. As Trawick points out, “The black-white contrast is a symbol
of the male-female contrast, the purity of Siva and the fertility of Sakti” (1990, 31).
Whitening therefore also seems to be semantically tied to this red-white distinction,
especially in its association with female and male sexual fluids (see Daniel 1984;
Doniger 2000).

7. AsMargaret Trawick comments, “South Indians take skin color very seriously”
(1990, 31). This sensitivity, she argues, is partly attributable to the hierarchical social
relations between north and south Indians, partly to the history of being colonized
by the (white) Europeans, and partly a reflection of class and caste hierarchies,
given the darker coloring of those (often of low caste/class) who toil outdoors in the
sun.

8. I was surprised by how few hijras were bald or even had receding hairlines,
given the timing of emasculation in their respective sexual histories, which was
almost always after the development of secondary sexual characteristics. Of the
hijras I knew in Hyderabad, only three were balding.
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9. The extent to which intentionality or motivation does or does not go to con-
struct resistance and the enlistment of hijras in this debate is an interesting issue.
As Cohen (1995b) warns, however, it is important not to read the “etiology of the
sexed body” in terms of the primacy of any one explanatory idiom, but to locate it
within a multiplicity of differences.

10. The importance of a surgically constructed vagina contrasts interestingly
with the apparent disavowal of the centrality of the nirvan operation, highlighting
the complex stakes of embodiment and gendered difference in relation to hijra
identification.

11. The same story was told by the Bastipore hijras to Serena Nanda (1990, 19),
although the hijra was not named in that case.

12. According to the hijras, Ajmer Baba was a holy man living on the outskirts
of the city of Ajmer in North India, a seer who was widely believed to be able to
grant people’s boons.

13. This is especially true of Butler’s early work, such as Gender Trouble (1990);
the argument is perhaps less applicable to her later work, including Bodies That
Matter (1993).

14. In an interesting if problematic twist in the past couple of years, this hijra
potential—the potential to threaten, disrupt, and shame—has been capitalized upon
by credit card companies. These companies, including the pioneer in this regard,
aptly named Unique Recoveries, have begun to employ hijras to threaten debtors
and ensure that they pay their dues; see http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/south asia/
332173.stm.

15. The term catla is the koti or Farsi term for sari, while the term esindimeans
“to put” in Telugu.

chapter seven
1. The term rit literally translates as “custom” or “tradition.” In this context, it

refers to hijras’ acquiring or “putting” a “tradition” in a particular hijra lineage.
Whether speaking in Hindi or Telugu, the term is conjugated with the verb “to put”
(dalna , esudu). Hijras “put a rit” in a house and by that act, acquire an extended
network of kin as well as certain social obligations and rights.

2. This is an understanding that hijras themselves sometimes play with and
perpetuate in the public domain.Whenhijras ran for public office inNorth India, for
instance, their electoral platform explicitly highlighted their lack of kin ties: without
“family,” there was no danger of nepotism and corruption (see the conclusion of
this book as well as Reddy 2003).

3. Although a rit was an ideal prerequisite for kinship, it was not a wholly
restrictive one. Kotis with a rit were clearly “family,” but even those without a
rit could and occasionally would be referred to as kin in the context of “other”
individuals, i.e., pantis or narans.

4. The Goddess Yellamma and all of her “sisters” who possess (literally “come
onto the bodies” of) jogins are also “married” to Jamadagni (Bradford 1983).
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5. Women (or girls) became devadasis in several ways. Women “chosen” for the
initiation were often the daughters of existing devadasis or related through affinal
kin, thereby inheriting their position. Others might have been “given up to a deity
by a family in trouble [kadata ]” or even, as Nicholas Bradford (1983) notes, given
up to a deity so as to continue the family’s line of descent and gain in status through
this act, since devadasis’ children are believed to be children of God.

6. This narrative resurfaces in hijra mythology as well, wherein hijras, like de-
vadasis, are believed to play a role in welcoming Rama and Sita back to Ayodhya
(see conclusion of this book and Reddy 2003 for more details). See also Srinivasan
1984 and 1988; Kersenboom-Story 1987 andMeduri 1996 for analyses that trace the
historical transformation of the devadasi from her precolonial practice as temple
ritual performer to her naming, in the nineteenth-century, as temple “prostitute”
and finally, in the twentieth-century, to emblem of the nation.

7. According to Frederique Marglin, “the association between dance and sex is
very strong. The dance ritual [for devadasis] is also known to stand for the last ‘m’
in the five m’s offering of the tantric sakta ritual. This last ‘m’ is maithuna : sexual
intercourse” (1985, 95).

8. The roots of this disassociation stemmed in large part from the politicization
of nac, or dance, in colonial India. Starting in the 1890s, several educated Hin-
dus, brahman and nonbrahman alike, started a movement widely known as the
anti-nautch (an Anglicization of the Sanskrit nac) campaign. A social reform move-
ment, the anti-nautch campaign advocated several measures for the “upliftment”
of women, including and especially the eradication of those practices “injurious”
to their well-being such as temple dancing, a practice that was indelibly associated
with prostitution and thereby immorality in such constructions. As Amrit Srini-
vasan notes, “articulated ostensibly as a move to boycott dance both in the temple
and in elite homes, it was the devadasis—the ‘caste’ of women who performed
it—against whom such reform action was primarily aimed” (1984, 9). Coupled with
the eventual legislation of such boycotts and the gradual erosion of royal patronage,
the devadasi temple “tradition” declined significantly and was almost completely
eradicated by the time India gained independence from the British.

These reform efforts, however, were accompanied by a significant revival effort,
since devadasis at the time were often the sole practitioners of these “classical”
dance forms. Realizing that these dance traditions would die with the institution
of devadasis without some intervention, “revivalists” argued (successfully) for the
separation of dance from temple service and a relocation of such classical dance
training in secular dance academies set up in different parts of the country. As Allen
(1997) argues, the domestication and resanctification that constituted the revival of
such classical dance obscures many processes, which he identifies as repopulation
(the appropriation of a practice by one community from another), reconstruction
(changing elements of the repertoire and choreography), renaming (from nautch
to bharata natyam), resituation (from temple to the stage), and restoration (the
reinvention of a seemingly ancient practice); see Allen 1997, 63–64; cf. Srinivasan
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1984, 1988; Marglin 1985; Kersenboom-Story 1987; Meduri 1996; cf. Erdman 1996;
Reed 1998.

9. Another reason given for the decline of the “morality” or chastity of devadasis
is the role of Muslims, specifically the ascendance of the Muslim court vis-à-vis the
declining importance of the Hindu temple. As one of the active proponents of the
revivalmovement states, “Due to the successiveMuslim invasions andweak political
authority, there must have been moral degradation on the part of the maharis
[devadasis]. . . . [I]t is from this period that themaharis, whowere originally intended
for temples and Gods alone, came to be employed in royal courts as well. From [then]
on, themaharis ceased to be respected as dasis of the Lord and came to be associated
with concubinage” (Patnaik 1971, 56).

10. Note the similarity in terminology between the tawa’ifs and the zenana kotis,
namely, the terms or labels for their leader, caudharayan and the honorific titlebaiji.
Interestingly, in Hyderabad, one version of the zenana genealogical story attributes
their apparent superiority in dance and musical performance vis-à-vis hijras to the
fact that the latter “stole” the zenanas’ profession from them.

11. Many of thesemusicians belonged to themost famous lineages, or gharanas,
of the time, and much of the late nineteenth-century North Indian (Hindustani)
classical music was invented and refined in these kothas (Neuman 1980; Manuel
1987; Rao 1990; Oldenburg 1992).

12. In all of the various Hindu sects and nonsectarian movements, such as the
Ramakrishna (Kripal 1995; Roy 1998), Sai Baba (Babb 1986; Srinivas 1999, 2001), the
International Society for Krishna Consciousness (ISKCON), and Rajneesh (Palmer
1994) movements (this is by no means an exhaustive list of movements or scholar-
ship on such movements), the historico-mythical guru-sisya parampara (teacher-
disciple tradition) is reproduced; that is, gurus impart their knowledge to their
students or sisyas. Traditionally, more in myth than in real life, there appeared to
be an ethic of renunciation—sisyas were supposed to go serve their masters exclu-
sively and renounce their kin ties, at least temporarily, until they had acquired what
knowledge they could from their guru. However, contemporary gurus such as Sai
Baba, Rajneesh, and others, neither expect nor demand renunciation of sexuality or
normative kinship bonds as a condition of learning and membership.

In this regard, another potential parallel with hijra social structure is the Is-
lamic guru-sisya tradition—that of piri-muridi (Schimmel 1975; Gilmartin 1984;
Digby 1984; Combs-Schilling 1989; McDaniel 1989; Ewing 1990, 1997; Ansari 1992;
J. Flueckiger, pers. comm.).Muslim pirs, or Sufi “saints,” spiritual guides and healers,
and their murids (disciples) constitute a parallel tradition of non-kin-based knowl-
edge transference. Although this model does not require an ethic of asceticism (i.e.,
the pir and his murids are often householders), it does require seva , or service,
performed by murids for their master, much like a guru-cela relationship among
hijras.

13. Depending on the language spoken (i.e., Hindi or Telugu), the terms used
most commonly for “family” were kutumbam, or khandan/parivar, respectively.
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On one or two occasions, hijras used the term kulam (lineage) to refer to other
hijras, specifically those in their own hijra house.

14. When used among non-hijras (between men primarily), this term implies
that the referent, althoughmale, has been demasculinized.When used among hijras,
paradoxically, this term seems to refer not somuch to demasculinization as to hyper-
masculinization, and it is a highly pejorative term (see Hall and O’Donovan 1996).

15. While it may be significant that Yamini used the term kojja rather than hijra
in this context, she probably used this term because, unlike many of the other hijras
under the tank, Yamini was not comfortable in Hindi and always spoke in Telugu.
As noted earlier, the term for hijra in Telugu is kojja . In this particular incident,
Yamini’s entire monologue was in Telugu.

16. Translated, the phrase means “[I] touch your feet.” It is a greeting reserved
for those higher in status than oneself among hijras, in contrast to salam aleikum,
a common Muslim greeting that indexes equality among hijras.

17. The term din signifies duty in Urdu. I am not sure what the specific signif-
icance of this term is in this context, and hijras themselves were unable to clarify
this for me.

18. Ideally, the presence of all nayaks is required, and part of the ceremony
involves the nayaks’ seal of approval: a tossing of their rings in the air, over the
head of the prospective cela, before clapping their hands and shouting din. Further,
a record of the cela’s rit is recorded in a book for future reference, I was told by
many hijras, although I never did get to see this document.

19. The nayak’s celas are the gurus of their own celas; these celas in turn have
celas of their own for whom they serve as gurus in an iterative relational pattern.

20. As Serena Nanda (1990) notes in her ethnography, hijras can change their
guru and, by extension, their house affiliation,when they have a grievancewith their
existing kin. Ideally, the cela decides to sever these ties. Often, however, the cela
does not have this option, since the validity of guru-cela disagreements is mediated
and decided by the senior members of the household, including, sometimes, the
less-than-objective guru’s contemporaries, or gurubhais.

21. She never actually officialized any of her celas by putting a rit on them in the
presence of the Lashkarwala nayak. Thereby she avoided the costs, both economic
and in terms of status, that this pattern would incur in the normal course of events.
Had the nayak known that she was retaining celas without official sanction or that
they were leaving her often enough to elicit comment, Yamini would have been
severely reprimanded.

22. These costs include five thousand rupees up front to the doctor for perform-
ing this illegal operation, at least five thousand rupees for medicines and food after
the operation, and the remainder for the dawat at the end of the period of seclusion.

23. Hijras use this phrase, pyar ke riste, to refer to relationships with their
husbands, to indicate the foundation of the relationship—love, pyar, ormohabbat
(see Reddy 1999). However, the phrase has also been used by non-hijras to refer
to a variety of so-called fictive relationships, most notably sibling and parent-child
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relationships (Freed 1963; Vatuk 1969). Such relationships are premised on notions
of volition or choice, in contrast to immediate consanguinal (and affinal) ties. The
use of the term fictive to refer to such relationships, however, has increasingly
been criticized, given the presumptions of authenticity and, implicitly, heterosexual
normativity that underlie such constructions (see Weston 1991, 1998).

24. This ritual and terminology appear to reflect a Muslim practice of surrogacy,
a multiply valenced practice that also structures affinal relations. “Milk” mothers
are surrogate mothers who have nursed a child or children. Subsequently, all “milk”
relations—“brothers” and “sisters”—are proscribed as potential affinal kin. I am
grateful to Sylvia Vatuk for directing me to this practice and its significance.

25. Chowtuppal is a small town on the outskirts of Hyderabad, about two hours
distant, where some senior kandra hijras had rented houses as weekend retreats.

26. This accusation—marriage to a woman—was the most reprehensible and
stigmatized accusation within the hijra community. It was often considered “proof”
of inauthenticity if an individual was rumored to have married a woman before
joining the hijra community.

27. This term variously refers to hijras or the broader community of kotis, de-
pending on the context.

28. They were the only hijras who openly acknowledged this bond and whose
pantis could and would visit them at “home.” Badhai hijras also had pantis, but
they were not allowed into their house; in addition, there was a clear rhetoric of
asexuality and denial of this relationship among these hijras. Nevertheless, the fact
that even nayaks (apart from other badhai hijras) have pantis, or certainly had them
at some time in the past, seems indisputable.

29. For an excellent account of the commodification of desire in the context of
modernity, see Knauft 1997; see also Mines 1994. To what extent these statements
by hijras reflect a class sentiment, given thatmany lower-classwomen also articulate
similar statements rather than (or in addition to) a uniquely gendered sentiment,
remains to be determined.

30. In koti terminology, sis (real) sex refers primarily to anal sex when used
in juxtaposition with kavdi, which implies “false sex” or frottage (sex between the
thighs). They do, however, have another term that refers explicitly to anal sex.

31. See also Oldenburg (1984, 1992) for a similarly mocking sentiment toward
men on the part of tawa’ifs or courtesans in Lucknow.

32. The disparaged kandra hijras openly retained their natal links. I am not sure
if badhai hijras did sever their links completely, but they made no explicit reference
to their natal families; if anything, their rhetoric appeared to reinforce the ideal
image of the ascetic renouncer who cut off all ties with the social world.

33. The mothers continued to use the masculine gender to refer to their sons
and, in most contexts, used their male “birth” names.

34. This is a fairly common board game played between two or more players.
The hijras draw their “board”—a boundary enclosing twenty-five evenly spaced
squares—on the ground with charcoal. They use tamarind seeds instead of dice,
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scraping one side against a rough surface to produce two different kinds of surfaces.
The objective is to move through a defined series of squares by rolling the “dice” to
arrive at the center of the board, killing the opponent’s pieces along the way. For a
couple of months, hijras at the tank were obsessed with this game, playing it several
times a day for monetary stakes (which gradually increased from one rupee to as
much as ten rupees for each game lost).

35. The Telugu term manollu derives from the root words mana , or “our,” and
ollu, which is the plural suffix for “people.”

36. Wewere speaking inHindi, and she used the phrase hamare log (our people)
rather than the Telugu term,manollu. These two terms appeared to be interchange-
able in their contexts of meaning, the choice depending on the particular language
being spoken.

37. Although indexing a slightly different connotation and context, Lucknow
tawa’ifs also explicitly invoked nakhre (exaggerated pretense/play) as a form of
embodied action, as much to perform “femininity” as to ensnare unsuspecting men
(Oldenburg 1992).

38. This was a familiar name rather than his real name. It indexes the designs
made on the ground (primarily by the women of a household). Apparently Moggu
was given this name by his koti friends because of his love for making these designs
as a child.

39. As mentioned earlier, kotis (other than hijras) usually used the masculine
pronoun when referring to each other, unless expressly making a point of their
“feminine” proclivities, a practice I follow in this book.

40. In an important extension of such a psychoanalytic formulation, Margaret
Trawick points out that in this process of self-crafting—of defining the self in
relation to the other—“as life proceeds, often, what happens to the self is neither
individuation nor internal integration, but rather a continuous decrystallization and
deindividuation of the self, a continuous effort to break down separation, isolation,
purity, as though these states, left unopposed, would form of their own accord and
freeze up life into death” (1990, 243; emphasis in original).

41. Both of these lines of inquiry address the issue of relationality in India—in
effect, the need for interactional social relationships and the particular structures of
self/desire that are produced in this process. They donot necessarily addresswhy it is
that, within these relationships, or rather in order to remain in them, kotis suffer so
much abuse and pain. To a certain extent, the answers to such questions may derive
from the gendered nature of individual and institutionalized “domestic violence.”
The embodiment of dominant forms of masculinity and femininity through and by
violence not only allows for the constitution of particular gendered selves, but also
perpetuates genderedpatterns of violence that in turn reinforce and strengthen these
problematic understandings of gender in a circular pattern of reasoning. Hence,
kotis’ desires and constructions of gender/self are deeply implicated within these
patterns of gendered violence and abuse, often with devastating consequences for
their lives.
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chapter eight
1. This question was in reference to a statement Rajesh had made to me. He had

told me that he thought Surekha was a woman the first time he met her.
2. Even Rajesh acknowledged that during their six or seven years together,

Surekha must have spent “over two lakhs” (two hundred thousand rupees) on him,
a fairly substantial amount by any economic standard.

3. See chapters 1 and 7 regarding territorial boundaries between hijra houses.
4. In 1996, Rajesh slept with another hijra sex worker at the tank—an older hijra

who was the equivalent of Surekha’s grandmother in the hijra kinship network. He
also continued to visit the hijra in Vijaywada, despite Surekha’s protests. Needless
to say, Surekha was extremely upset at these developments. Finally, in April of
1997, Rajesh went back to his village in Karnataka to marry his niece, according to
“tradition.” Surekha claimed to have brokered this alliance. She attended the wed-
ding there, and was clearly happy and hopeful that Rajesh would settle down now,
“have children, get a job, earnwell,” and lead a decent life.When I left the city in 1997
(at the end of fieldwork), Rajeshwas to come back toHyderabad accompanied by his
wife, and Surekha was looking forward to welcoming her newly acquired “sister.”
On a subsequent visit I learned that Rajesh did in fact come back to Hyderabad with
his wife, and for a brief period before he went back to his village, he lived with his
wife and Surekha in a small room in Secunderabad.

5. I have retained the gendered pronouns exactly as related by Frank.
6. Our conversation was in Telugu, but he used the English words rape and

homosex.
7. The English term homosex was used, as was the term enjoy.
8. And yet, it was sexual desire that defined kandra hijras and distinguished

them from badhai hijras in the latter’s view.
9. Interestingly, the same stories were circulating about Lekha—that she had

been married as a young man before she joined the hijra community. Also note
Lekha’s use of the masculine pronoun when referring to Mary in this context.

chapter nine
1. Our conversation was in Telugu but for a few English words noted by single

quotation marks.
2. See Nanda 1990. I want to make two caveats here: First, I realize that a vast

body of literature addresses itself explicitly to the differences between “homosexu-
ality as we know it today,” and previous arrangements of same-sex relations (Weeks
1981;Halperin 1990; Sedgwick1990).Although recognizing that the termshomosex-
ual and gaymay refer to distinct periods in the history of this phenomenon, I use the
terms interchangeably, drawing primarily on my informants’ articulations. Second,
I realize that the axes of subjectivity and behavior respectively, as the basis for a
differentiation between Foucault’s nineteenth-century “homosexual” and contem-
porary “third sex” categories, is a flat, simplistic, and overly crude characterization.
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Nevertheless, I retain this distinction on the basis of my informants’ repeated dif-
ferentiation between homosexual or “gay,” and hijra/koti identities.

3. As Michel Foucault notes, “Particularly from the eighteenth century onwards,
Western societies created and deployed a new apparatus which was superimposed
on the previous one,” namely, the “deployment of sexuality,” which, like the “deploy-
ment of alliance . . . connects up with the circuit of sexual partners, but in a different
way” (Foucault 1980, 6).

4. “Axiom 5: The historical search for a Great Paradigm Shift may obscure the
present conditions of sexual identity” (Sedgwick 1990, 44).

5. This was the second national “conference of gays in the country”; the first was
in Bombay in 1994.

6. This term refers to the plural of yaar, or “friend.”
7. This is neither the only “theory” relating to the history of the category/lexical

label of koti, nor is this particular construction devoid of political maneuvering.
The potential rifts or identity politics within the self-identified gay community in
India are well-known, speaking both to the refraction of a unitary gay (or koti)
identity, as well as the multiple, positioned nodes in the crafting of modern sexual
identities, both gay and koti. In this context, further research is necessary to explore
the emergence and contextual deployments of both gay and koti signifiers, given
their increasingly complex and fluid circulations within the semantic fields of AIDS
and sexual rights discourses. In this chapter, I have attempted to demonstrate the
hybridity of gay and koti sex/gender systems. But perhaps, as Lawrence Cohen
suggests, future iterations of this argument and further research on these issues
need to go beyond merely highlighting fluidity and challenge the “adequacy of
viewing koti and gay as different systems, however interlinked” (pers. comm.).

8. I lack space to explore the potential differences/identifications between the
gay men and women of the “diaspora” and those in Hyderabad in this study. For
thoughtful analyses relating to diasporic constructions of history and sexuality, see
Gopinath 1996; Puar 1998; Shah 1998; also see issues of Trikonemagazine.

9. The politics of location and space in the construction of (sexual) identity is a
topic of obvious significance in this context (see Soja 1989; Lefebvre 1991; Colomina
1992; Bleys 1996; Brown 1998).

10. As noted earlier, in the one instance when a hijra stood for election as a
woman (i.e., from a seat reserved for female candidates), the lower courts of the
Indian judicial system deemed her election invalid on the grounds that she was not
in fact a woman, but an (impotent) man. Seemingly, the positions hijras can legiti-
mately claim in the modern public sphere remain gendered, even if their electoral
platform explicitly highlights their status beyond gender.

chapter ten
1. The Kaliyuga, literally the “period of Kali,” is “one of the ‘terrible names’ for

the goddess, Siva’s wife,” asMadeleine Biardieu (1994, 181) translates Kali. Kaliyuga
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is the fourth yuga , or cosmic period, and represents the lowest depth of dharmic
degradation of all of the yugas.

2. In 2003, however, BBCnews reported that thehigh court in the state ofMadhya
Pradesh ruled that hijras were in fact men, not women, and therefore could not run
for office in those constituencies that were reserved for women (accessed online at
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/south asia/2724321.stm).

3. For Foucault, sex or sexuality is not an inherent quality of the body, but
instead, a way of fashioning the self “in the experience of the flesh,” which is itself
“constituted from and around certain forms of behavior” (1980, 36).

4. Perhaps the most ambiguous in this respect was their relationship with their
pantis. On the one hand, any expression of sexual desire was inimical to the practice
of “real hijras.” Extending this trope of authenticity, hijras explicitly defined kada-
catla kotis and gay men in the park by their excessive desire. On the other hand,
the desire for a “husband” and “someone to take care of you forever” was one of the
hijras’ most ubiquitous and potent yearnings.

5. Although their incorporation within compendia of gay and lesbian readers as
well as their engagement with lesbian/gay/bisexual/transgendered, or LGBT groups
in India and abroad are fairly recent occurrences, this does not imply that hijras have
had no links with “foreign” lands, peoples, and commodities. In fact, many of the
sexual customers of hijras living under the tank were men from “Saudi”—a generic
label that includes all men living or currently working in the several countries in the
Middle East. Hyderabad, with its numerically significant Muslim population, has a
long history of extensive traffic—of people, goods, and services—between the city
and these countries for economic and religious reasons, among others.



glossary

Hindi andTeluguwords have been transliteratedwith diacritics only here in the glos-
sary. Established conventions have been followed to render these words in Roman
script. Hindi transliteration follows the standard Oxford Hindi-English dictionary
(1993) edited by R. S. McGregor. Telugu transliteration follows the conventions of
the Telugu-English dictionary by J. P. L. Gwynn (1991). Proper nouns, whether per-
sonal or place names, have not been italicized or provided with diacritical marks.

Extended vowels (i.e., drawn out, as for a dotted note inmusic) have been shown
with a macron: ā as in father ; ı̄ as inmachine ; ū as in rule. With respect to conso-
nants, attention is drawn to the following: c as in the ch of church, ś as in sugar, .s
as in shun. Further, a distinction has been made between dental and cerebral con-
sonants: t (as in ethical ), d (as in the), in contrast to .t (as in toast), and .d (as in dot).
Aspirated consonants have the letter h added to them: kh, gh, ch, th, dh, .th, .dh, ph,
bh. Finally, the use of English words in a Hindi or Telugu sentence is indicated with
single quotation marks.

AC/DC a man who is both a “passive” and an “active” partner in
same-sex intercourse

acchā good; indicative of affirmation
ādāb discipline/training or proper behavior; also a form of (Muslim)

greeting
ādhā-bı̄c literally, “half-in-the-middle”
akkva not operated; a hijra who has not had the nirvan operation
ālam the crest symbolizing the battle standards of the Karbala

martyrs
ān .doli an orphan; a hijra who does not have a guru
apadharma conduct that is specified for an emergency
ardhanārı̄śvara half man/half woman
ārti religious invocation
aslı̄ real; often used to indicate authenticity
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aslı̄ sannyāsi real ascetic
āśrama ideal fourfold stages of life in Hinduism

badhāi the payment made to hijras for their performance at weddings
and the birth of a (male) child

badhāi hij.rā one who engages in the “ritual” practices of singing and
dancing and gets a (badhai) payment

badmāś wretched fellow
bāiji head of household among zenana kotis
bāl-kumārı̄ young, unmarried girl
bandāram turmeric
ba.re hij.re-log the older/respected hijras
bastı̄ neighborhood
behenjı̄ sister
berūpia a man who impersonates a hijra without formally

inscribing any of the markers of hijra identity
beśarm lacking or without shame
betı̄ daughter
bha .dvā pimp
bindı̄ mark on forehead; traditionally a symbol of a Hindu married

woman but increasingly used for aesthetic purposes; also
referred to as bottu in Telugu

binā rı̄twāle without a rit or kinship link with a hijra house
bo .di bald
bonālu pots
brahmacārya first stage in the asrama stages of life; also refers to abstinence

from sexual intercourse as religious self-restraint
burā bad
burqā the long, black dress worn by Muslim women that covers

their bodies from head to foot; worn to maintain
respectability/honor or izzat, but also seen as a cloak
of power by some women

cāl-calan gestures and movements
capa.tbāzi lesbianism (derived from cap .tı̄= vulva [colloq.])
cā.tla sari or female clothing
cā.tla esindı̄ put her sari on (someone); phrase commonly used by hijras

to refer to the practice of lifting the sari to embarrass
and shame others

ce .du/ce .dugo.t.tu to spoil; spoiling
celā disciple of a teacher (guru)
chātı̄ bosom; chest
cı̄bri operated; a hijra who has undergone the nirvan operation
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cı̄m.te tweezer
caudharāyan chief courtesan; similar to term of reference for chief zenana

or caudhary
caudhary leader or head of all zenanas in Hyderabad

dāiamma midwife
dāiamma cı̄bri one who had been operated by a hijra daiamma or

midwife
dādi paternal grandmother
da .n .d fine; often imposed for the transgression of a rule
dargāh mausoleum
darśan literally, a ritual viewing/blessing of the god/goddess; beard or

the act of plucking one’s beard in koti usage
dāwat celebration/feast
de .dh tālı̄ one-and-a-half clap; a hijra practice that signals the onset of a

particular discursive performance for the benefit of the
public

deś/ūr the place of one’s birth or one’s spatial orientation
devadāsi female servant of god; temple dancer
dhandhā work; often used by the hijras to refer to prostitution
dharm religion
dı̄n duty; also piety
dūdh behan milk sister
duniyādāri person of this world; householder

esindı̄ to put
esu .du-theesu .du putting in and taking out; another form of (pejorative)

reference to an AC/DC or “double-trick gandu”

gā .n .dū one who uses his ass (gand ); faggot
ghasl a washer of the dead; related to the Arabic term for ritual

purification of the body
gho .dı̄ literally, “mare”; policeman in koti usage
ghūmo roam; cruise
girāki customer
golı̄ pill
goon .da ruffian
grhasta householder
grhastya second, householder stage of the asramas or life-stages in

Hinduism
guru teacher or spiritual guide; hijra senior
guru-śi.sya teacher-disciple tradition

paramparā
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gurubhāi contemporary; a form of address to refer to contemporaries in
the hijra hierarchy

halāl that which is allowed, permitted, or permissible; meat from
animals that have been ritually sacrificed

hamāre log our people; similar to Telugu termmanollu
harı̄m the private or domestic sphere; semantically linked to notions

of sanctity and the forbidden (female domain)
himmat courage/strength

ijjat honor or respect in Nepali
ilāka territorial boundary
inām gift (of land) by erstwhile ruler
intı̄riam semen
izzat respect or honor

jāti caste
jātra pilgrimage
jo .di bond; often marital bond
jogin a (Hindu) worshipper possessed by one of the forms of the

Devi, Siva or Vishnu; often this person is ritually “married”
to the goddess and wears female clothing thereafter; also
referred to in text as jogappa/jogollu

kabarstān cemetery
ka .dā cross-over in Tamil
ka .dā-cā.tla male clothing, or pants-shirt in koti terminology
ka .dā-cā.tla kōti a koti who wears male clothing, does not have an official

kinship link with hijras, and does not have the nirvan
operation

kām work
kāma love/desire
kāndra sex work
kāndra hij.rā hijra who engages in sex work
kanyā unmarried girl; virgin
kanyādāna gift of a virgin
ka.t.tanam dowry
kav .dı̄ false; usually with reference to sex
khatnā circumcision
khwājasera chief eunuch
kojja hijra in Telugu
koma.t oral sex in koti terminology
korı̄ mūrat hijra who has never put a rit in a house; virgin initiate
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koti a “female-identified” man who desires and engages in receptive
(same-sex) intercourse and adopts “feminine” mannerisms
of discourse and practice

kulam lineage
ku.tumbam family; also parivār, khāndān in Hindi

lacak-ma.tak hip-swinging
lacchā necklace
laśkar army camp
linga phallus
lungı̄ wrap-around cloth

majalis annual Muharram liturgies
mangalsūtra necklace that is tied by a bridegroom on a bride; a marker of

the marital bond in Hinduism
mān-pan the ritual and marker of kinship that signifies allegiance to a

zenana house
manollū literally, “our people”; frommana (our) and ollu (people)

in Telugu
mārga path
mard man
mardāna area of household set aside for men
masjid mosque
matam ritual lamentation mourning the deaths of the Karbala martyrs
mayyat viewing of the deceased
mogarūpam maleness, male appearance
moggu rice-flour or colored powder designs drawn on the ground,

typically by women
mohalla neighborhood
mok.sa enlightenment; liberation from the cycle of rebirth
mun.dā widow in koti usage; literally, bald
murı̄d disciple

nakhre play or performance; sometimes refers to coquetry in speech
and mannerisms

namāz daily prayers prescribed for a practicing Muslim
nāna-dādi grand-gurus
nānı̄ grandmother
naqlı̄ false
nāyak the hijra leader in each of the symbolic houses
nāran anatomical woman
nātı̄ celā cela’s cela; grand-cela
nı̄rjı̄ semen in koti vocabulary



270 / Glossary

nirvān literally, “spiritual rebirth”; used among hijras to connote the
physical excision of male genitalia

nirvān sultān hijra who has undergone the nirvan operation

panti a man who is the penetrative (rather than receptive) partner in
same-sex intercourse; also refers to the husbands of hijras

pao .nba.t.tawāla an ostensibly “heterosexual,” married, non-sari-wearing man in
koti terminology

pao .n padtı̄ hū .n literally, “I touch your feet”; hijra greeting for those senior in
rank to the speaker

parivār family
paruvu respect in Telugu
pedda maniśı̄ big/respected person
peś lifestyle
pı̄r teacher/saint
Pı̄r pan .duga festival of the saints (pirs); a colloquial Hyderabadi usage for

the Shi’a Muslim festival of Muharram
pūjā ritual of worship in Hinduism
purdah veil worn by Muslim women; also curtain
puru.sa man
pyār ke riśte bonds/relationships of love

rakta sambandam blood relationships
ra .n .dı̄ a crude word for prostitute
riśtā relationship/bond; plural: riste
rı̄t the formal marker of kinship that signifies allegiance to a

hijra house or lineage
rı̄t-riwāz kinship custom/tradition
ro.tı̄ funeral/death ceremony in koti usage; literally, food

sahelı̄ girlfriend
śaitān devils
salām āleikum common Muslim greeting
salwār kurtā dress worn by young women
sannyāsa final stage of the fourfold Hindu asrama stages of life
sannyāsi ascetic; renouncer
śarm shame
sauram false hair; typically an attachment used to add volume and

length to hair
sı̄po vagina in koti terminology
sı̄s real in koti terminology; often in reference to the act of sexual

intercourse
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śiva-sati a Hindu-identified person possessed by Siva, the god of
destruction; a member of the koti “family,” defined by
“desire for men”

sontam own; often referring to natal family in kinship contexts
strı̄ woman
sūdi injection
sunna certain ritual observances and a programmatic code of

behavior that is an approximation of the Prophet
Muhammad’s

sunnat circumcision
sūrma kohl (used as eyeliner)

talaivi .di/talavrāta literally, “writing on the forehead”; popular understandings of
the Hindu concept of destiny

tapas asceticism; ascetic heat
tawā’if courtesan
taziya symbolic representations of the tombs of the Karbala martyrs

that are carried during Muharram
tālı̄ clap

vānaprasta third stage of the fourfold asrama stages of life
vyabicāram prostitution in Telugu

zenāna a male (koti) dancer who adopts “feminine” gestures and
mannerisms; wears female clothing only when performing;
has a kinship network distinct from that of hijras. Also, the
domestic space reserved for women.
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