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Life on the Margins: A Hijra’s Story

Serena Nanda

Hijras in India are defined as an alternative gender role, neither man nor
woman. The cultural sources for the hijras as a powerful and meaningful
gender derive from both Hinduism and Islam (see Nanda 1999). Hijras
are born males, and become hijras by adopting women’s clothing and be-
havior, formally joining the hijra community, and (except in the case of
born hermaphrodites) undergoing emasculation, or surgical removal of the
genitals, as part of their identification with the Mother Goddess. This iden-
tification gives hijras the power to bless newlyweds and infants with pros-
perity and fertility, which is the basis of their traditional occupation as
performers at marriages and births.

As devotees of the Mother Goddess, and vehicles of her power, hijras
claim to be ascetics, a claim ambivalently regarded by the public. Some-
times, when hijras perform or beg for alms, someone will try to lift their
skirts to see if they are truly hijras, or fakes, in which case they will be
reviled and chased away.

Hijras are an organized social community with local, regional, and na-
tional structures. Basic elements of Indian society such as the extended
joint family, the caste system, the hierarchical relationship in Hinduism
between gurus (spiritual mentors) and chelas {disciples), and local caste
and neighborhood councils are all part of hijra social structure. Hijras
can be Hindu, Muslim, or Christian, and come from all castes and social
classes. Within the community there are no castelike rules pertaining to
purity and pollutfion.

The most important element of hijra social organization is the guru-
chela relationship. The hijra guru is both mentor and parent; the chela’s
role is as a dependent and obedient child and student. Each recruit to the
hijra community is sponsored by a guru, who pays the new member’s ini-
tiation fee and takes responsibility for her material subsistence, receiving
aportion of the chela’s earnings in return. The gurus in each city form a
jamat, or council of elders, who regulate the working conditions of the city,
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act as a dispute resolution forur]n, and serve as the authorizing body of
i mbership and exclusion. .
Coml—?;jﬁg ;tt){;rriréi compe]lfingly illustrate a bas.ic anthropological them_e, Sn‘(t}(;sz:
prominently enlarged upon by Ruth Benedict (1934), that the lii\grgl‘nof 2
culture are intimately related to its center and that understaTI:Lh 1rl}1g&, i
abnormal and the normal reciprocally reinforce each other. He 1]t"aus 1r;
both as experienced and as conceptualized.by others, also chz;1 tznge.s o
many ways, demonstrating the construction of ger}der c}u: lc: orme;s b
also the possibilities of gender diversities. Apd ultimate yl,lt e evseiyn gf
lives of hijras inspire us, as they reveal the myriad ways tha't u;nap thgir,
even under the most adverse conditions, become. agentg ins iellpmg it
own lives, creating meaningful identities and resisting, in small an g
ways, the oppression of stigma, poverty, and marginality.

* * *

Salima is a Muslim, born in Byculla, a Musiim r}’eigﬁborhooq in Mun&—
bai, where she has lived her entire life. Sheisa r"eal hijra, ?orn m:e;sixnel a,
and not, as she says, “converts like those oth?rs: When .I flrslt‘ rr'ue arl thé
in November 1981, she was in her early thirties. She. was 1V1rt1g orOtECJr
street, sleeping on a tattered bedroll with onl)f a Plastlc lear}—toH ¢ plOthes
her from the monsoon rains that fall so heavily in Murnbafl. Ter cl othes
were dirty, as were her hands and feet, and she had a beard o seve;a b gnt
growth. We talked about her life over many weeks and, on my subseq

risits to Mumbai, over several years. .
) 1511:1 her talk about her childhood Salima emphasized the sad fate of her

birth:

't remember nmch of my early days and oply rer.ncmber the days
afte}: g‘\?fnmofher married her second husband. I con s@er this ].TE&]; Tytfa;h?;
My parents felt sad about-my birth, but they r.eallz.ed it was their fate to 21.
me born “neither here nor there.” From my birth, my [Fnal.e] c:rga}t: v«tras l:rmﬁ
small. My mother felt it would grow as 1 grew up, ]:tut it didn’t. 5 ;3‘ 1395 me
to doctors and all, but the doctors said, ”Ng, 13 won't grow. Your ¢ 1k i ot
a man and not a woman. This is God's gift.” My mother also toof njltful
various holy places and made many vows but nothmg turned out ru};linci
It is God’s will—some women give birth to lame children, spme ;0 n
children, it is God's will, even the gift of God. My father also mz e Irjn ng
vows but it was all futile. If I were a boy, I WOl:lld ha.ve had a goo }0 Oause
brought a daughter-in-law into the house, but like this I h.ave be;:.n Q ;}fate]
to my parents. They did what they could for me; the rest is my ‘ISFIEIZ ulci

From the beginning I only used to dress and behave.e as a girl. T wo 0
run off to Chowpatty and beg and fool arcﬂnclld‘ I gntlt{rir;]t?ggc} (}::ai)tm;gn\::rer
i though I got my hair pulled an In
tﬂzuggl}ﬂﬁ;fex‘r’fygelf as!zi boygor th}art I should beh.ave lil‘.:e a boy or ldr(?ssrlﬁiet }s:
boy. I would sit with the girls [in school], playing with them, playing
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girls’ toys, sweeping the housc, cooking, doing all these female activities.
My parents gave me a boy’s name, but if anyone called me by that name, I
would say, “Get lost! Don’t call me that! Call me by any girl’s name and oniy
then I will come; otherwise, I won't listen to you.” I would put on girls’
clothes and do up my hair nicely and put on kajal [eyeliner] and Touge.
People thought of me as a girl and would give me girls’ clothes. Even today,
my neighbors still laugh and joke with me and the childhood bond is still
there. They say about me, “We are childhood friends. It is not her fauli—
God made her that way.”

In school I would never talk to the boys, but only to the girls. The neigh-
borhood boys would teasc me and I used to abuse them, as a girl would,
and complain to their mothers, Their mothers would say, “Don’t complain
to us; when these boys teasc you, thrash them yourself.” So I would abuse
and beat them, and these boys stopped teasing me. These boys would call
me, “Hijra! Hijra!” My mother would tel] them, “Why do you tease like this?
God made him like this, and if you tease him, he can make your food go
bad. So just leave him alone.”

I was sent to my mother’s womb by Ged, like any child; I am a gift for
her. When I got older and the children would tease me, [ would tell them,
“See, today you are doing like this; tomorrow God will punish you for this.”
When the children would throw stones at me, I would tell them, “This is
not good, God will punish you.” I would want to abuse them more harshly,
but my mother would calm me down, saying, “Never utter anything bad
from your mouth, just let it go. Judgment will. be given by God.”

At around the age of ten or eleven, Salima joined the hijras:

The hijras already knew me and they used to take me along with them
when they went begging. At that time my family was in financial trouble,
and I helped them by giving them the money that I got on my begging trips
with the hijras. One day the hijras came to beg for food at my house. They
inspected my body and said, “You're neither a man nor a woman, but you
are born this way.” So they started accepting me; they would come to see
me, bring with them various foodstuffs and other things. They wanted me
to come with them, to be a chela (disciple) of their guru, My mother said,
“All right, since you are born this way, go wherever you want to go, do
whatever makes you happy.”

In the beginning I was very scared of the hijras, but they used to talk
to me so kindly and gently. I used to run away and hide sometimes, and I
never used to listen, but then they were so kind to me, and they didn’t beat
me or.ill-treat me, like [ had heard they do, so whenever they called me, I
would go running to them. The pain in my heart was lessened and my heart
opened up to them.

They took me to live with their guru at Factory Compound and treated
me very well. In the beginning they never let me go out; [ only worked in
the house, like sweeping, cleaning, and cooking. Sometimes I would miss
my parents, and even when I was working I would sit and start to cry. I
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would say, “I'm missing my parents. I want to see my mot?gr‘” They tw':;ﬁ
: 1d give me 100 or 150 rupecs to
take me to meet my mother and would ‘
her, along with a sari. Like this they looked after me. They kept me like a
irl, protected. ’
¥ UI:;"lti] my initiation, they didn’t want me to ?)f out of tktlet h(t);iehl[] :\a!:s; )’:
When 1 first went to
llowed to talk to men or other people. . jras
ﬁair was very short. When my hair grew long enough for it tfo be tl?i iﬁ:ﬁ
a small braid, then the jamat [council of elders] came and sat for my i Hiar
tion] ceremony. My guru distributed cardamom in my narlr:e. Every;;eguru
ing Salima—that wa$ the name
ow that my guru Sona was taking Sa uru
tc;.\l':;.me—f-:)r h);;g disciple. On a Sunday everyone col!ected—all the h1]rais
gnd naiks [chiefs or elders]. My nose and ears were pierced. 1 \fvore] E;OS?-:; ,
and they applied turmeric and mehndi [auspicious .henna rtles1gns i
hair and hands and feet. They dressed me up just like a bride, gave me
name, and pierced my nose and ears. o -
’ From thri'ec days before the ceremony they {?a];ie mf}-ﬁlt u:v Etll;i Il:loolfgs}el;
! k at all. Everything
they wouldn't let me go out or do any wor vas brough
: i tricted. T was not allowed anything salty
to me; my movements were res h tod oy
i ; 7 d eat milk, curds, yogurt. On the app
too spicy to eat; only 1 coul ppointec day
i g blouse, and glass bangles. |
they made me wear a green sari, green .
wag{i jeweler himself came for my piercing ceremony. '{'hf); matd.;zez ‘]r:;sst(l:) ;}t];
i i i t plantains, betel nu ,
of rice, and in front of the rice they pu \ yes be
i Then on another silver plate, they
nuts, and some flowers on a silver plate. . e, they
’ d some gold wire. [ sat on a low
kept one needle made out of gold an '
jus]i like a bride. All the hijras who were there gave some money ﬁv}vi or ‘t:;r;
rupees. Whatever people feel like giving they pu;1 0[}: the Tlce.Tif;i"etxslsr\ e
i jeweler along with the coins.
over, the rice was taken by the jewe 1s. T ]
all the rich, important people came and gave prcse;;s, whlcﬁla:gzz arirl1 31:::2
i . They gar
i name, but I must give them to my guru ! :
:]11 rtri?ie naiks gave something; one gave silver anklets, olrherb ga:tnla a 5211;,
i i felt like. In this way they cele-
les, or eight anna coins, whatever they : \
Ei;tiiswith sg much pomp and show. After this I started going ?ut .for‘ t{\e
singing and dancing and everyone came to know that I was Sona’s disciple.

This was a good period in Salima’s life. Along with her “sister” hi'jzlaii
they went out to beg and to perform. Salima played tl:ie dhttﬁak (:;\lrlc;)-s:v e(; !
g . eg
, a prestigious role in the group. All day, every day, ] .
fc: %;l)uﬁapMarkget to beg cash and kind from the stall keepers gr l[f;am t}l::;é
i itories i i i t weddings or births w
clusive territories in Mumbai, seeking ou .
fi)l(ey could perform. They made good money, all 0{1 which we?t to tll.l\:tg;relg
i i \ ded by their guru, “so w
t they were given everything they nee ’ .
?vl;s the);e for r%loney?" Salima was her guru’s fa‘izrlite léecause she was a
i i hildhood.
“real” hijra and had been with her guru since chi ‘
Ie;ill"hi:-; x]«vas Salima’s life for about ten years. Durlr.lg thgse yearblihe found
herself a husband, Ibrahim, a man who was Muslim, like herself.
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Only after leaving my house and joining the hijras did I meet Ibrahim.
It was at the market where [ used ta 8o to beg vegetables and things that
my eyes and those of Ibrahim got locked with each other. He used to run
a fruit stall. As soon as my eye caught his, he started to give me things—
oranges one cay, sweet lime the next, one or two kilos of apples, or some-
times a grapefruit. In that same bag that he put the fruit, he would also put
twenty or twenty-five rupees. He put it in the bag so that no one would
know he gave so much. He did not want me to go from shop to shop. He
would say, “In going from shop to shop no man should tease you; you are
very young.” We would sit together in a tea shop. I would tell the hijras to
take the things for the guru so she would think I also was at the market. 1
told Tbrahim, “If you don’t let me beg, then when I go home and the shares
are divided up, then won’t my guru ask me, ‘Where is Salima’s share? What
did you bring?" I will be caught in my dishonesty.”

S0, initially, Salima saw Ibrahim on the sly: Gurus disapprove of hijras
having boyfriends or “husbands,” who compete for a hijra’s earnings.
Salima’s guru did soon discover the relationship, but Salima was able to
convince her that the relationship with Ibrahim was no threat to her earn-
ings for the hijra group. The guru then arranged a “martriage” ceremony
for Salima and Tbrahim and gave her blessings for them to live together

in a separate house. Salima continued to work with the hijras and earn
for them.

[brahim had told me, “Even when you die, I will pay for your shroud.
Don’t think that I have taken a young person just to fool around; Il stay
with you until the end.” But I used to say, “You're saying all this, but your
mother and father will never let you abide by your words.” So Ibrahim used
to say, “Even if my parents force me to leave you, I won't listen to them.” So
everywhere they tried to fix a marriage for him, he used to go and attempt
to break off the marriage arrangements. But then his brother, that bastard,
and his parents, they came and took him away. They told him, “You are not
giving us money to run the house; all these years you have spent in Bombay,
you never seut any money and we had no news of you.” His parents had
come from his native place to check on him. When they learned that he
got married t¢ me they took him away. Qur house was sold, along with
everything else. [ just took my househoid belongings and tied them up and
brought them back to my guru’s house. Again I had to do all the sing-
ing and dancing, as well as looking after the dholak and looking after my
guru's house. I did all that—I settled down in my guru’s house,

At this time the guru was living with a husband of her own. At some
point the guru fell ill and went to her native village, leaving Salima living
in her guru’s house with the guru’s husband. Not surprisingly, difficulties
developed. Salima’s story was that the guru’s husband made improper
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sexual advances toward her, while spreading the story that Salima seduced
him. His intention, Salima said, was to undermine her credibility among
the hijras and to replace her in her guru’s affections so that he could even-
tually inherit the guru’s considerable material assets. He was evidently
successful, as on the guru’s return, Salima was thrown out of the house
and cast out of the hijra community.

This was a serious business: any hijra who would work with Salima,
talk to her, or even so much as give her a drink of water, would be exiled
from the community herself. In order to gain reentry, Salima had to pay a
500-rupee fine to the council of elders (jamat). Unable to earn, much less
save, this amount, Salima lived on the streets, where 1 first met her. Occa-
sionally she begged in Victoria Railway Station but was chased away if
other hijras saw her. Sometimes Salima joined a group of jankhas (non-hijra
female impersonators), looking for work performing or begging alms. This
meant long hours traveling on buses or walking to the outer suburbs of
Mumbai in the extreme heat and rain of the monsoon season, for the most
meager income. As a real hijra Salima was useful to these jankhas because
she legitimated their performances. But then she came to owe them money
that she could not repay, so she began.to avoid them also.

Salima now lived on a street corner under a makeshift tent in the Mum-
bai Muslim neighborhood of Byculla. She occasionally earned a few rupees
caring for some neighborheod children and was given some food by her
neighbors. In the monsoon season, she slept under a bus or truck. She
sometimes borrowed money from her parents but more often had to lend
them money. As a hijra, Salima was the target of harassment from local
rowdies. She cansidered prostitution, but as she so pathetically told me,
“No customers are coming.” Her general dishevelment, three days’ growth
of beard and dirty hands, feet, and clothes, made this easy to believe.
Salima now talked bitterly about Ibrahim’s abandonment, and she was also
still hoping to raise the 500 rupees she needed to pay her way back into the
hijra community.

These days [ am begging and earning these small sums of money; when
the hijras pass by and see me, they turn their face away. I ask Allah, “Have
I come to this condition that T am like an insect in a dirty gutter?” Nobody
wants me. 1 don't want to live such a cruel life. If T get a little money, then
[ can lead a proper life. | can’t go on leading this cruel life. Just last night T
was sleeping out and at three in the morning four urchins came to harass
me. I was fast asleep, and this boy woke me up. He said, “We’ve been watch-
ing you for years. We want to know what your price is—what is the price
of your virtue?” I said, “So you want to play with my virtue, do you? Well,
while [ have breath in my body, you people cannot touch my virtue. If you
want to play with my virtue then you will have to kill me.”

I have not been feeling well and had to go to the government hospital.
If my guru were here, or if had a protector, I would not have had to go to
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.th1§ hospital; I could have gone to a private one instead. Never mind, that
is life; one minute it's like this, the next minute it's different. So I still! )
enly to Allah, “If this is the way you want me to live, it's all right, but ‘nzve);
put me in such a condition where I'll have to go to the hijras for i'nelp Even
if I die on the road, the municipality people will pick me up and tai<e me
away.” It's all right. ... I've run my life and it's thrdugﬁi )

Salima was at a loss as to what to do to make her lif

was in this condition that I left her when I departed fro;mh?lruen:)tf:ira\?\fieg
I rettumec! to visit her again about four years later, in the winter c;f 1986
Salima’s life had taken yet another turn. I found her in her usual place 01;
the street, along with a small group of people, which included one hijra
and two men, S‘fhe was dressed nicely, much better than when I had seJen
her on my previous visits, and she looked in much better health. She gave
me a big smile, and very shyly turned to the handsome young mangbe-
hind her and said, “This is Tbrahim.” Salima told me that she had writte,

Ibrahim a letter calling him back to Mumbai and he came. :

~ Now he wants to do some kind of business, maybe selling fruits, as he
dl.d befgre. But for the past couple of months he is not well; his leg i; trou-
bling him sa he is not able to go out and do any business ar;d he is not able
to earn. He doesn’t have any money to start some business. I manage b
borrow1ng a little money, two rupees here, two rupees there, If Ibrahiri ha};
earned a little money, he gives it to me to buy food. And now, why hide it
[ comb my hair and get ready and go out for business [prostit:.ltion] I have;
to try for something because my husband is iil and T have to look aft.:er him
I ask the customers for twelve rupees; some nights I get two or three cusi
tomers, but sometimes I just stand there without any business. Thieves and
prostitutes, you'll never know what you make in a day. Sometimes in the
end I have to borrow money from someone. For the place itself, 1 have to
pay two rupees to do business, even my clothes, I borrow from m:y friend. 1
make a little money also from begging, but mostly I stay and pass m da‘
here onIy.lPeople say t0 me, “This guy doesn’t work, he just sits anc}; eat}s:
your earnings. Why doesn’t he work for a living?” But how can he? How
<an my .husband g and work? His life is in trouble; do you think he likes
to Just sit and eat? He would earn money for me himself; how could he just
sitand eat but for this trouble? He has a problem, so I ha;re to consider t{-lat
t0o. How can I neglect his trouble? If, by the grace of Allah, he gets some;
money, to start some sort of business and earns enough II'IOI:I.BY to support
us, it will be good. For naw, [ earn enough to fill our.stomachs, .

In 1992, six years later, I again returned to India, lookin
seeing Salima. When I met her I found that her luck! had aggEIii(t)I;:‘ivIZLd etc(;
for the worse. Ibrahim had again abandoned her to marry a “real womagn "
and her health had deteriorated. Because of the Hindu-Muslim riots i’n
Byculla at this time, I did not stay long in Mumbai. When I returned to
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Mumbai in 1995, I immediately went to look for Salima but could not find
her in any of her usual places. I inquired among the neighbors and they
informed me that she had died! )

When I tried to find out more details I was told te lock for her good
friend, Rekha, who lived nearby. Rekha was one of Salima’s “sister-chelas,”
that is, they were both chelas (disciples) of the same guru. Re?ha was an
older hijra who herself was living outside the hijra community. When I
tracked her down, Rekha told me that Salima had died “of a broken heart
after Ibrahim left her. She had started to drink heavily and that, combined
with her extreme poverty and depression, “led to her end.” Rekhaﬂspoke
warmly of Salima’s character, describing how Salima had “saved her” from
the streets, taking her under her wing. Her guru, whom I met the next day,
also spoke of Salima’s kindness to everyone, the help she had provided to
Ibrahim, and his callousness in leaving her. The guru, who was very eld-
erly, was now depending for support on Rekha, who, although lame, was
full of vitality and hope. _

It was a sad visit for me. I liked Salima very much and had great admi-
ration for her strength in trying to fashion a meaningful life out of the bat_‘-
est of resources. But even with all of her survival skills, Salima was ulti-
mately no match for the hurdles of poverty and marginality of life on the
streets of Mumbati.

PART THRESTE

Social Distinctions of Caste and Class

“Caste” is a term of European origin that is used to describe the social
groupings that many South Asians recognize as distinguishing different
kinds of human beings from others. The term “jati,” which is the Sanskrit-
derived term that most South Asian languages use to refer to these group-
ings, in fact means “kind” and is applied not only to kinds of humans but
also to kinds of other things as well: animals, minerals, vegetables, gen-
ders, seasons, etc. Human jatis, or castes, are endogamous, that is, people
tend to marry only within the caste to which they were born. Many people
also prefer to eat only with others of their same caste for reasons that will
be addressed below. Caste names sometimes, but not always, correspond
to occupational groupings, too. That is, people may be born into a Barber
or Potter or Blacksmith caste and may follow that profession as well. Often,
however, people engage in occupations other than that suggested by the
name of their caste, and often caste names do not designate a particular
occupation at all. Caste is sometimes confused with varna, which is a com-
mon term used to describe an ancient textual—and for north Indians at
least a contemporary practical—four-class division of humans into Brah-
mans (priests and scholars), Ksatriyas (warriors and kings), Vaisyas (com-
moners, including merchants and farmers), and Sudras (servants of the
other three}. While there are four varnas, castes number in the thousands,
with different ones in different parts of the subcontinent.

Probably the first word that comes to mind for most readers when they
see or hear the word “caste” is “hierarchy.” Indeed social rank is an impor-
tant aspect of caste distinctions. It is not, however, the only aspect of caste
recognized by South Asians. Here we will outline some of the main as-




