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go Suck Your Husband’s

Sugarcane!”
Hiras and the Use of Sexual Insult

KIRA HALL

Mdm,ﬁmmﬂmdpmmaﬁw,hmxgingmdthc stalls, like a decayed
reminder of Lacknow's past, were the ransvestites and cunuchs of the phetto,
in women's clothes and with cheap jewelry, making lewd jokes and begping:
the darkness of the scxual urge finding this ritual, semi-grotesque, safe public
expression.

V. 8. Naipal, fudin: A Million Mutinies Now

Ma.zinalized both socially and spatially, the Aijrast have created an elaborate
network that spans all of India, cstablishing a divergent social space that both
parallels and opposes organizations of gender in the dichotomous system that
excludes them. Discussed variously in the anthropological literature as “trarsves-
~ utes,” “eunuchs” “hermaphrodites,” and even “a third sex."2 most of India’s nijras
were raised as boys before taking up residence in one of the many hijra commu-
tuties that exist in almost every region of India. In addition to appropriating
feminine dress and mannerisms, many hijras take male partners and choose to
undergo a ritualized castration and penectomy operation. Although relatively
untouched by police jurisdiction, hijras across the country have divided them-
selves according to municipal police divisions, in accordance with the demarca-
tion of districts in mainstream society. They elect their own council of elders to
settle group disputes, referred to as pancayats, who rule over a select group of
hijra communities within 2 particular region. They have regional meetings as
well: simply through word of mouth, tens of thousands of hijras have been
known to converge on a single area. Hijras in North India can now travel fiee of
charge on government trains,? knowing upon arrival in any new city precisely
where to go for hijra company. The extraordinary factor at work here is that the
estimated 1.2 million hijras now living in India (Hindustan Times 1994; Shrivas-
tav 1986)* constitute a culture so diverse that all of India’s myrtiad social and lin-
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' guistic groupings are represented within their numbers, and yet they are casily
- identified as part of one group by what might be referred to as a flamboyant and
. subversive semiotic system -—2 system identified through unique choices of dress,
gesture, and discourse.

A number of European and American anthropologists have pointed to the
existence of this network as evidence that a greater social tolerance of gender
. variance exists in India than in the West (see, for example, Bullough and Bul-
lough 1993; Nanda 1990, 1992), but I argue instead that this network exasts only
because the hijras have created it in resistance to systematic exclusion. Ostracized
by friends and family, the hijras have formed a parallel universe of sorts, its
strength demonstrated by the hijras’ loyal participation in local, regional, and na-
tional celebrations. Meetings that have won the attention of Indian journalists
during the last two decades include the 1979 celebration in Ahmedabad for the
50th anniversary of a hijra named “Dada Guru” Shankar (Times of India 1979); a
subsequent celebration in Panipat for the coronation of a successor to the Delhi
takia (Mohan 1979); the 1981 All-India Hijra Conference in Agra, which 1s
said to have brought together more than 50,000 hijras from throughout India
and Pakistan (Singh 1982); the religious festival associated with the city of
Koovagam, Tamil Nadu, where approximately 10,000 hijras gather on an annual
basis to “marry” Aravan, the legendary hushband of a female incarnation of Kr-
ishna (Shetty 1990); and the annual jamboree at the village of Bechraji, Gujarat,
where hijras gather in mass to pay homage to their goddess, Bahucara Mata
(Mitra 1984).

Likewise, it is the network, not the government, that is ultimately responsi-
ble for a number of landmark political decisions during the past fifty years re-
garding hijra rights in India and Pakistan. Some of the most notable gains for the
hijra community include the 1936 decision to give hijras government pensions,
ration cards, and the right to vote (Shrivastav 1986),° the 1952 and 1977 deci-
sions to allow hijras to run for local office as women (Singh 1982), the decision in
the 1950s to lift Ayub Khan’s ban on hijra activities in Pakisran (Naqw1 and Mu-
jtaba 1992), and the 1994 decision to give hijras the right to vote as women in
upcoming elections (Hindustan Times 1994). These gains were made only after
lengthy protest from the hijra network, a fact not lost on the journalists and the
sociologists who report them. Chandar Mohan, for instance, in his article titled
“The Ambiguous Sex on the War-Parh,” offers a brief history of political plat-
forms adopted by the hijras, mentioning in particular stances taken at two
influential national conferences in 1969: an All-India Hijra Conference at Na-
diad, where participating hijras demanded to be counted as females instead of
males in the national census (Mohan 1979; Sulgh 1982), and a subscquent con-
ference in Bhopal, where the hijras, whoe gain most of their income by singing
and dancing at birth celebrations, launched an organized campaign against the
anti-procreation stance of government-sponsored “family planning™ (Mohan
1979; Singh 1982).

Indeed, the hijras have strategically exploited their perceived status as “neither
men nor women” in their own campaigns for political office. Two events in partic-
ular exemplify this strategy: One took place in Gonda, Indiz, in the late 1970s, the
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other in Abbottabad, Pakistan, after the collapse of the Benazir Bhutto govem-
ment in the 1990s. In Gonda, the hijras urged President N. Sanjiva Reddy to in-
vite them to form a government, arguing that as “neutralists” they would be able
to serve the nation without the ingroup fighting typical of “men and women”
(Mohan 1979); in Abbottabad, the hijras argued that because both “men and
women” had failed as politicians, residents should try sponsoring a hijra instead
(Naqvi and Mujtaba 1992). Credit for the wisibility of the hijra in modern-day
thinking, then, i1s perhaps best given to the hijras who participate actively in this
network and who employ in-your-face tactics at public gatherings in order to
make their positions heard. Hijras are not accorded respect in contemporary In-
dian society; they demand it

In this chapter, 1 discuss how the hijras reclaim space normally unavailable to
them through the use of verbal insult, a discursive practice that both accentuates
and constructs the same sexual ambiguity for which they are feared. I begin by
tracing the formation of a cultural ideology regarding the hijras’ “verbal insolence,”
as evidenced in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century accounts of court eunuchs by
European travelers, in nineteenth-century discussions of the hijras by British colo-
nialists, and in contemporary portrayals of the hijras by South Asian journalists,
pocts, and novelists. I then move on to an anaiysis of the hijras’ contemporary
cursing strategies, referring to fieldwork I conducted with Veronica O'Donovan
among four Hindi-speaking hijra communities in Banaras, India, during 1992 and
1993. I focus in particular on an ingroup speech event that the hijras perform in
the presence of nonhijra outsiders. By employing what some Indian sociologists
have named asi/ evaris dviarthi bbisa ‘obscene and double-meaning language’
(Singh 1982), the hijras are ablc to assume a position of control in their interac-
tions with the public, inviting their nonhijra listeners to eater a linguistic space
that queshions deminant ideologies of gender and sexuality. Mapping their own
sexual ambiguity onto linguistic ambiguity, India’s hijras are able to locate them-
selves on an otherwise inaccessible social grid.

A History of Verbal Insolence

As 2 means of contextualizing the hijras’ present-day social position as well as their
use of verbal insults, I want first to offer a brief historical overview of the social
and hinguistic position of the “castrated eunuch” in India. Throughout their vari-
ous incarnations ia history, India’s eunuchs have been portrayed as providers of
verbal as well as sexual relief: as overseers of the king's harem in the fourth century
B.C.E.; as “shampooers” in the Hindu courts during the second and fifth centuries;
as protectors of the royal ladies of the harem in medieval Hindu courts; as admin-
istrators under the Khiljis of Delhi during the late thirteenth and early fourteenth
centuries; as servants in the Mughal courts from the sixteenth to the nineteenth
centuries; as slaves in the houses of Muslim nobility in Awadh (formerly called
Oude) during the 1900s; and, finally, as the independent performers variously
known since the early nineteenth century as tbgjas, kbusras, pavasyas, and hbifras.s
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Licentious tongues: The court cunuck in European travelogues

The eunuchs of the Mughal court, often referred to as ébwajas in colonialist liter-
ature, are a very different entity from the hijras of the twenticth century, but be-
cause many of today’s hijras conceptualize themselves as descendants of these ear-
lier court eunuchs, frequently rattling off folk legends about sharp-tongued
eunuch administrators, they merit attention here. The eunuchs’ predilection for
abusive language is documented in the literature over a span of several centurics,
particularly in European travelogues. The lively stories narrated by the Italian
physician Niccolao Manucei in the mid-1600s about his interactions with various
eunuchs during the reign of the Mughal Emperor Aurangzeb provide some rather
colorful examples. In his lengthy Sforta do Mogor (translated by Irvine 1907),
Manucei relates several stories regarding what he calls “thar sort of brute” known
as the eunuch, describing his greed, his vanity, and, most significant in terms of the
present discusston, his “licentious tongue™

Another of their qualities is to be friendly to women and inimical to men, which may
be from envy, knowing what they have been deprived of. The tonguc and the hands of
these baboons act together, being most licentious in examining everything, both poods
and women, coming into the palace; they are foul in speech, and fond of silly stories.
Among all the Mahomedans they are ordinarily the strictest observers of the faith, al-
though 1 knew somc who did not fail to drink their little drop, and were fond of wine.
These men are the spies for everything that goes on in secret, whereby they are always
listening among the kings, princes, queens, and princesses. Fidi'e Khin, of whom I
have spoken, aware of the character of these monsters, did not allow such to be em-
ployed in his house, although he retained two young men who acted 2s pages; he was
indifferent to the fact that this sort of people are kept in the houses of princes and
grear men. This suffices for a brief notce of what the cunuchs are. (Manuco 1907: v. 2,
80—81)

The author’s depiction of court eunuchs as “foul in speech and fond of silly stories”
and as “spies for everything that goes on in secret” is significant, particularly as it
reflects a perspective characteristic of narratives on the eunuch during the next
three centunes.

Many of the stories told by Manucci portray the eunuch as a child wronged,
rendered angry and miserable by an unwanted castration. Especially moving in
this regard is a narrative about the faithful Daulat, who carried the bones of his
deceased master ’Ali Mardin Khin all the way to Persia in order to bury them
in the tomb of his forefathers, only to have his nose and ears cut off by the King
of Persia in return (v. 2, 215-16). Hiding away in a house in Lahore full of
shame, the deformed Daulat asks Manucei to make his nose and ears grow
again, thinking that as a physician Manucci might be able to conjure a remedy.
When Daulat finally comes to terms with the fact that there is no remedy for his
deformity, he exclaims: “1 know not what sins 1 have committed to be made an
out-and-out eunuch twice over, first in my inferior part, and, secondly, in my

upper half. Now there is nothing more to deprive me of, nor do I fear anything
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but losing my head itself” (v.2, 216~17). Yet in many of the stories told by
Manucci, the cunuch will do anything in his power to revenge himself against
his deprivation, as in the casc of I'tibir Khan, a eunuch who figures prominently
in Manueci’s Storio. Sold into Mughal slavery at a very young age by his Hindu
parents and bitter because of it, the “immeasurably stingy” I'tibar Khan takes
great delight in helping Aurangzeb make his father, the elderly Shahjahan, un-
conditionally misergble (v. 2, 76-77).

Of particular interest in Manucci’s travelogue is a short narrative focusing on
an unnamed “insolent” underling, a gatekeeper to Prince Shih *Alam’s seraglio,
who tricks the author into giving away his money through 2 verbal slur on his fam-
ily (v. 4, 225}. It is not clear whether Manucci, even after recalling this exchange
for his travelogue, recognizes that he has been duped, but the eunuch in question
was clearly in control of the conversational encounter. After drawing blood from
the prince Shih 'Alam, Manucci was given 400 rupecs in payment, certainly 2
great sum of money in the seventeenth century. But when Manucci went to leave
the seraglio, a eunuch at the gate remarked off the cuff: “It seems to me that you
could never have had as much money in all your life.” The statement was immedi-
ately interpreted as an insult by Manucci, the proud and prosperous son of  chief
physician of the King of Spain. “At once I took the salver and emptied out o the
ground all the money in it in the presence of the gatekeepers,” Manucci angrily re-
calls, “telling them I made them a present of it. Then I turned to the eunauch: ‘Do
you not know thar I am the son of the chicf physician of the King of Spain, who
is lord over half the world and owns the mines of silver®” (225). Manucci appears
to think that he is the winner in this dispute, but the verbal adroitness of his in-
terlocutor cannot go unnoticed; the insolent eunuch, after all, became 400 rupces
richer.

According to early accounts, many of the cunuchs who served the Mughal
cmperors were either kidnapped or sold into slavery by their Indian parents; oth-
ers were brought from Ethiopia, Egypt, or Sudan as part of the Middle Eastern
slave trade. Rajaram Narayan Saletore (1974, 1978} gives perhaps the most com-
prehensive historical account of the institution of eunuch slavery in India, al-
though there are innumerable references to the practice in the memoirs of various
Mughal rulers and European travelers. Francois Bernier (1891), for instance, a
French physician in the court of the “Great Mogol” Shah Jahan during the seven-
teenth century, records one instance when the Ethiopian King sent the court
“twenty-five choice slaves, nine or ten of whom were of a tender age and in a state
to be made eunuchs. This was, to be sure, an appropriate donation from a Christ-
1an to 2 Pnince!” (1891: 135). The practice apparently extended well into the mid-
mneteenth century in cerrain areas of India: William Knighton (1855) identifies
the cunuchs as “slaves” in his narrative on the household of Nussir-u-Deen, the
King of Oude, and Richard Francis Burton (1886—1888, v. 1, 70—2n), who cam-
paigned against the practice of slavery in general and took it upon himself to trace
the development of pederasty in the Eastern world, provides an explicit account of
the castration operation used on abductees from Darfur (i.e., “The parts are swept
off by a single cut of 2 razor, a tube (tin or wooden) is set in the urethra, the wound
is cauterised with boiling oil, and the patient planted in a fresh dunghill. His diet
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is milk; and if under puberty, he often survives™).” The subject of court cunuchs
in Indian history merits a full book in its own right; I mention it here as a means
of contextualizing present-day ideologies about the hijras’ language use.

Certain eunuchs, both before and during the Mughal period, did indeed rise
to high positions in the royal courts, as suggested by several journalists and an-
thropologists when discussing the comparatively low status of hijras in modern-
day society (e.g., Neww Orleans Times Picayune 1994; Claiborne 1983; Nanda 199C;
Sharma 1984; Naqvi and Mujtaba 1992).% Their impotence was said to make
them especially faithful servants, and some of them apparently became influential
in court politics; these included Malik Kafir, Ala-ud-din Khilji’s favorite eunuch,
who led the annexation of Gujarat in 1297 and a raid on southern India 1n 1310
(see Rawlinson 1952: 226—27; Saletore 1974: 202); I'tibar Khan, who in the 1600s
remained one of Aurangzeb’s most trusted servants (as reported by Manucci); and
Khwaja Saras Hilal, appointed in Agra as one of Sai'd Khan's 1200 eunuchs, who
later joined the Emperor Jahangir and named the town Hilalahad after himself
(see Saletore 1974: 203). Yct behind all these sporadic tales of valor is the aware-
ness that the eunuch is an orphancd servant, and an emasculated one at that, who
exists without family or genealogy. This point is made especially clear in one of
Manucci’s narratives, in which he gives an eyewitness account of how I'tibhar
Khan reacted to two elderly visitors from Bengal who claimed to be his parents.
After surmising that their claim was indeed true, I'ribhir Khan angrily ordered
them to receive fifty lashes and ericd: “How have ye the great temerity to come
into my presence after you have consumed the price of my body, and having been
the cause, by emasculating me, of depriving me of the greatest pleasures attainable
in this world? Of what use are riches to me, having no sons to whom I could leave
them? Since you were so cruel as to sell your own blood, let not my auditors think
it strange if 1 betray anger against you” (v. 2, 78—79).

Yer it is this very emasculation that allowed I'tibhar Khan to become the gos-
siping governor of Aurangzeb's fortress, whose physiognomy, in the words of
Manucci, betrayed the “vileness of his soul” (v. 2, 77). The cunuchs, in the minds of
many European travelers, were thought to lead a contradictory existence: Their
ermasculation made them faithful, but their orphanhood made them cruel. Bernter,
when reporting on a eunuch rebellion in Delhi provoked by an outgroup murder
of one of the seraglic eunuchs, articulates this contradiction overty:

It scems nevertheless to be the genenal opinion that he cannot long escape the power
and malice of the cunuchs. Emasculation, say the Fndiens, produces a different effect
upon men than upon the brute creation; it renders the latter gentle and tractable; but

who is the eunuch, they ask, that is not vicious, arrogant, and cruel? It is in vain to
deny, however, that many among them are exceedingly faithful, gencrous, and brave,
(Bernier 1891: 131-32)

Bernier's comparison of the court eunuch with “the brute creation,” a phrase that
when used in this context conjures the image of a male bullock feminized through
castration, is telling, particularly as it points to several assumptions shared by Eu-
ropean travelers regarding the “humanity” (or lack thereof) of the eunuch. In
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many of the Europeans’ travel accounts, the hijras exist somewhere between the
categories of man and beast, of man and woman, a liminality captured in
Manucci’s more direct categorizations of the eunuch as “that sort of brute.” Be-
cause of their ncutered status, many Mughal eunuchs served as protectors of the
palace women; indeed, in many cases they were the only “nonwomen” allowed into
the women's quarters. But their associztion with feminine secrets won them si-
multaneous notoriety as court gossips, and cruel ones at that, Bernier, later in hus
travelogue, describes the procession of the seraglio in Agra and Delhi, in which
the participating women were protected on all sides by eunuchs: “Woe to any un-
lucky cavalier, however exalted in rank, who, mecting the procession, is found too
near. Nothing can exceed the insolence of the tribes of eunuchs and footmen
which he has to encounter, and they eagerly avail themselves of any such opportu-
nity to beat a man in the most unmerciful manner” (373).9 The author’s repeated
uses of the term insolence (formed from the Latin 7 ‘not’ +sofere “to be accustomed
to’) serves to characterize the hijra as someone who is ‘out of the usual’, in voice as
well 25 deed. As in the descriphions quoted here, travel reports of the court cunuch
frequently confiate verbal insolence with physical cruelty, portaying the cunuch as
inhumanely adept at both.

Verbal abominations: The bifra in colonialist narratives

The historical connection between the dbwasa of the Mughal courts and the Aifra
of contemporary India is unclear. During the carly 1800s, the status allotted to the
court eunuch was mapped linguistically onto the “natural” hijra; that is, the term
khoja, a derivative of dbwaja, came to represent “hermaphrodites” in addition to
court eunruchs, and both were defined in opposition to the more vulgar, artificially
created Aifra {sce Ebden 1855: 522; Russel, Bahadur, and Lal 1916: 206).1° Later
in the same century, the more prestigious term 4dgfa was, for the most part, lost on
Hindi-speaking society, and natural eunuchs as well as castrated eunuchs were
conflated under the single term Aéfra. But the perception of the emasculated or-
phan as “Insolent” remained constant, continuing through reports made by British
colonialists in the 1800s, who systernatically objected to the hyjras’ vulgar manner
of acquiring alms at births and weddings. Indeed, Lawrence W. Preston (1987),
in his revealing discussion of the role of British colonialists in the oppression of
the hijras in the nineteenth century, explains that the vulgarity associated with
the hijras’ begging techniques, particularly their predilection for verbal obscenity
and genital exposure, led the Collector at Pune to direct an edict against its real-
ization. The Bombay Presidency ultimately denied the Collector's request for leg-
islation on the grounds that education, not law, would eventually solve the prob-
lem, but it nevertheless declared itself in support of the sentiment behind the
request: “No doubt . . . the evil will soon be mitgated, as far as it is susceptible of
remedy in the present state of socicty, and that it will are long altogrether cease to
exist, even in respect of the infatuated victims themselves, as other abominations
have done under the advantages of education, and under 2 Government which will
not tolerate them” (Webb 1837, quoted in Preston 1977: 379).
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The hijras’ verbal “abominations” continued to be central to colontalist narra-
tives throughout the late 1800s. John Shortt (1873: 406), in his report on the 4o-
Jabs of southern Indiz (a verm he uses for both natural and castrated eunuchs},
identifies them as “persistent [and] impudent beggars, rude and vulgar in the ex-
treme, singing filthy, obscene, and abusive songs™; Fazl Lutfullah (1875: 95), in
a short discussion of the hijras in Ahmedabad, refers to their “obstreperous sallies
of witty abuse™2; and F. L. Faridi (1899: 22), in his entry on the Gujarat »d4s for
the Bombay Gazetteer, remarks on their “indecent clamour and gesture” In a man-
ner echoic of Bernier two centuries before him, Faridi exclaims: “Woe betide the
wight who opposes the demands of 2 Hijda. The whole rank and file of the local
fraternity [will] besicge his house."13

Contemporary Accounts

The designation of the hijra 25 a loose-tongued upstart has continued to the pre-
sent day, although it is now Indian journalists and sociologists who carry on this
descriptive genre. Authors frequently point to the hijras’ idiosyncratic and non-
conforming use of language, particularly to their mixing of feminine and mascu-
line speech styles, as indicative of both gender dysphoria and sexual perversion.
‘They contrast hijras with women by referring to the hijras’ lewd jokes, their love of
excessive obscenity, and their aggressive conversational style; they contrast them
with men by referring to the hijras’ penchant for gossip and their tendency to
chatter excessively, to babble without content. Like the court eunuch described by
Manucci in the 1600s, the hijra is portrayed as 2 foul-mouthed gossip; her dual
nature, in the opinion of modem-day Indian authors, enables her to outdo the
most negative verbal stercotypes associated with cither side of the gender divide.

The work of Govind Singh, the author of a popular study entitled Hijrs 44
Sansar (The world of the hijras),!* is but one example of this descriptive trend.
Throughout his book, Singh portrays the hijra as a linguistically conflicted entity
who, as he explains in the two excerpts reproduced here, shifts between positions
of coquettish cursing and foul-mouthed flirting:

When several hijras are together, they can never shut up. Even the hijra who lives
alone can never be quiet. Some Don Juan will tease him, and with a clap he'lt urn
around and give him 2 quick answer. This answer is often very foul-mouthed and ob-
scene. Higras, together or alone, always speak and converse in this way. They can be
idcntified by their effeminate gestures in a crowd of hundreds and even from a long

way off, and moreoves, their style of speaking is just as peculiar.

They keep a storehouse of obscene words and they use metaphors that will shock ali of
those listening. The use of obscene words in Banaras is singularly unique and excep-
tional, but when face-to-face with the vocabulary of the hijras, Banaras speech pales in
comparison. No one can keep up with the rhythms of the hijras’ obscene pronuncia-~
tions. On any particular day one of them might get angry at another hijra. When a
hijra gets angry, he usually gesticulates in 4 coquettish manner and flares up. He is not
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bent upon exchanging blows or serious mischief, bur the hijra can’t remain silent «i-
ther. He will certainly begin to rave and babble. When they want something from
someonc 1 2 crowd, they Il gossip about that man. (1982: 94—95, my tmanslation)

In these passages, Singh employs certain Hindi terms that work together to por-
tray the hijra’s existence as linguistically woubling. In interactions with both the
public and her own community, the hijra rebels against cultural ideologies of gen-
dered language, assuming a linguistic position that is neither fully feminine nor
fully masculine. She appropriates the masculine through her use of dabd-suni ‘ver-
bal impropriety,’ garmagarmi ‘heated verbal exchange,’” and gpsadd ‘abusive words’;
her speech is phizbar ‘coarse-grained’ and as/#/ ‘obscenc, vulgar.’ Conversely, she ap-
propriates the feminine through her usc of effeminate bdw-bhde ‘gestures’, as well
as through her tendency to magkani ‘move in a coquettish manner’ and dakna ‘bab-
ble’, ‘chatter’, 'make disjointed utterances.’ The hijra, in the opinion of Singh, is a
kind of a linguistic maverick, and her refusal to adhere to hegemonic notions of ei-
ther feminine or masculine speech becomes almost an instantiation of her refusal

to adhere to a particular gender,

Cursing as a corollary of impotence

The hijras’ use of obsceniry tends to interest commentators far more than their use
of gossip; Indian journalists often devote full paragraphs to the hijras’ abusive dis-
plays, not just at birth performances but also in their daily interactions with inno-
cent bystanders. The hijras’ stratepy of shouting obscenities in front of outsiders
appears to be just onc contemporary realization of what has been traditionally
identified as “the hijra curse.” Since the carly 1800s, and perhaps long before that,
people in a variety of Indian communities have believed that the hijra, by virtue of
her own impotence, has the power to prevent the birth of male children; her curse
has therefore been viewed as 2 performative in the canonical Austinian sense,
which, if uttered in the context of the birth celebration, serves to interrupt the
family lincage. Because this belief is still extant in many communities, particularly
in Indian villages, the hijras often provoke fear among their clients.

Rupa,!* who shares a house with an Indian family in Banaras and considers
herself to be the pandis ‘priest’ of the hijras living in the city, expands on this point.
She explains that Banaras residents, fearing the pronouncement of a curse like
“may your child die,” will respond to the hijras with izzar ‘honor’, ‘respect”:

They're very afraid of us. If someone has a child and we go to their door, they'll always
talk to us with folded hands—whenever they talk to us. Why do they tatk to us Like
that? Because they're afraid that something bad might come out of our mouths. And
sometimes that really brings its fruits. They're afraid that we'll sny something absurd,
for example, ja, terd daccé mar jdy! ‘may your child die. We say that sometimes in
angcer. And because they're always afraid that their child might die, they'll say, “Don't
ever say anything to them, becausc if something bad comes out of their mouths,
soracthing bad will happen to us!” So they alway have fear in their hearts, and they al-
ways speak to us with respect. (personal communication, Rupa, Spring 1993, my
translation)
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But because this respect is motivated by fear, the hijras are sttuated precaniously in
the social structure. Even though many residents, as Rupa explains, still fear the
curse of the hijra, an increasing number of Hindus and Muslims are angered at the
hijras’ manner of inspiring fear to collect alms, and they dismiss belief in the hijras’
power over impotency as mere superstition. The modern-day hijra is left with hit-
tle choice but to up the verbal ante with a sexual chip. And so it is that P N. Pim-
pley and S. K. Sharma (1985: 41) depict the hijras as “making overtures to on-
lookers” and *cracking sexually charged jokes at men”; Kavitha Shetty (1990: 52)
describes them as “intimidating those who are wary of their queer appearance and
outrageous behaviour”; and Nauman Naqvi and Hasan Mujtaba (1992: 89) focus
on a hijra in Mazimabad who “hurl{ed] the most vociferous abuses” so that a2 man
was “forced to disembark from the bus in shame."16 Indeed, the United States De-
partment of State (1992: 1-2) even commented on the hijras’ use of sexyal insult
when officials answered a request for an advisory opinion on an asylum application
made by a Pakistani “hermaphrodite.”?? Referring to information obtained from
the United States embassy in Islamabad, Pakistan, the Department informed the
San Francizco Asylum Unit of the ULS. Immigration and Naturalization Service
that “{the hijras’] performances, despite the fact that they often involve crude sex-
ual jokes, are considered more socially acceptable than real female dancers (who
.moge often than not are 2lso prostitutes).”

The hijras’ predilection for obscenity has led a2 number of researchers, partic-
ularly thosc interested in the human psyche, to theorize on its psychological ori-
gins. Gautam N. Allahbadia and Nilesh Shah, who identify the hijras’ collective
existence as a “subhuman life,” pose this question directly in their introduction to
a brief article on the hijras in Bombay:

The style of begging is very aggressive. In groups of three or four they confront indi-
viduals, clapping and making gestures with their fingers. Give them moncy and they
will bless you and your family and pray for increased libido for you and for male heirs
for your family. Refusal is followed by abuse, and obseenc gestures, and some of them
will lift their petticoats, exposing their genitals and cursing. . . . Why do they live like
this? (Allahbadia & Shah 1992: 48)

While Allahbadia and Shah, for the most pare, shy away from answering the ques-
tion of “why,” other researchers have tackled it head on, including Sumant Mehta,
writing half a century ago, who offered a sociological explanation for the hijras’
“indecent gestures” and “mincing and inviting gait™; “It is not merely the lewdness
which revolts,” he explains, “but the fact that the Indian Society has so degraded
and inhumanised these people that, without actually meaning to invite an unnat-
ural sex intercourse, these people behave as lewdness-loving people expect them to
behave, just in order to earn a pi[e]ce or two” (1945—-1946: 47—-48).18

But Mehta goes on to attribute the hijras’ behavior {(which he variously iden-
tifies as “malevolent,” “unscrupulous,” and “abased”) to both the “inferiority com-
plex” and the “resentment complex” (51), a claim more in sync with contemporary
explanations. Satish Kumar Sharma, who conducted extensive research on the
hiira community in the 1980s, works from the standpoint of Freudian psychology
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and links the hijras’ sexual overtures to their “feeling of deprivation at the psycho-
logical level™ (1984: 387). He is concerned less with the societal marginalization
spoken of by Mchta than with the hijras’ inability to perform sexual acts, a state
that, in hts opinion, logically leads to the use of obscene language:

An interesting fearure of eunuchs is thar they pass on sexual overtures to the general
population, especially to the males. Why do they do so? The enquiries revealed that
though they are binlogically incapable of performing sex, yet when they see couples in
the socety at large, they have a feeling of deprivation at the psychological level. The
idea of sex and cheir imagination of performing sexual aces is gratified by passing sex-
val emarks, ¢tc., on others. They do not have any physical sexual urge, but sex invadss
their mind. Thus they, in majority of the cases interviewed, have frustration of an un-
usual kind, i.c., no physical urge but psychologically they think of cnjoying sex. This
frustration, as revealed by some of the eunuchs, leads to the practice of sedomy, etc.
(Sharma 1984: 387)

Sharma’s claim that the hijras compensate for their own impotence by “pass-
ing sexual remarks” demands futher investigation. There is a long-standing folk
association in northern India of foul language with sexual frustration; the work of
many popular psychologists builds on the notion that a lack of sexual virility re-
sults in verbal degeneration. One need only turn to the scores of popular works on
Indian sexuality to see the pervasiveness of this association. Dayanand Verma's
(1971) An Intimate Study of Sex Bebaviour offers but one example. In a chapter t1-
tled “Male Superiority by Sex Capacity, Verma attributes the verbal practices of
both “name-calling” and “eve-teasing” to male impotency, explaining that a man
who uses foul language "at least [proves] that he is potent and can have sexual re-
lations with a number of women” (75). Verma is concerned primarily with the
male employment of insult terms like “father-in-law” or *brother-in-law,” which if
used out of 2 sanctioned context imply that the speaker has had sexual relations
with the addressee’s mother or sister, respectively (see V. Vatuk 1969: 275). “A
man’s main asset is his virility,” Verma proclaims, “if 2 man has all other qualitities
like courage, patience, etc., but is impotent, that is, he is incapable of having sex-
ual intercourse, he isn't worth being called z man™ (74). By calling other men
“brother-in-law” and “father-in-law;" as well as by speaking sexually to women, the
impotent man will “declare his manliness™ and hence save face: “What he wishes
to convey by narrating such incidents is—"Now at last you should believe thart I
am not impotent. I possess in abundance the main quality of manliness, namely a
wolfish hunger for women. I may not be brave, courageous or patient but I can
certainly handle 2 woman in bed. Whenever you want, I can fumish proof of this
quality of mine'” (76).1%

The connection between impotence and foul language is again expressed, al-
beit from a feminist perspective, by Mayah Balse (1976) in The Indian Female: At-
titude fowards Sex, apparcntly written as a companion piece to Jitendra Tuli's
(1976) The Indian Male: Attitude Towards Sex. The book is replere with personal
accounts of marriages that failed because of male impotence, among them that of
Roopa, who had the misfortune of having an arranged marriage with an impotent
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man who sported a “deformed sex organ,” and Sheila, who had to live without sex
because she was married to 2 homosexual. To set the stage for these and other ac-
counts like themn, Balse hypothesizes about a group of men who in a cowardly way
left: their wives on 1 sinking ship ondy to find themsebves on a deserted island. Ti-
tling her narrative “A Male Dominated Society” followed by a question mark,
Balse points out that without women, men would be doomed to procreative
unpotence:

Know why women were the protected sex? Know why men always stood on sink-
mg ships or "burning decks” and shouted: “Women and children first?™ Know why
they bartled those urges to jump into the first available life-boat and make for dry
land?

Men were bothered abour the survival of the race. Suppose the ship went down
with zil the helpless women on board while the men swam merrily to shore, what
would happen?

For a time the men would lock at each other and cluck sympathetically. Then
they would wring cheir hands, scratch their heads'and say: “You don't say it’s an in-
habited istand”™ Next day they would sigh: “Oh for 2 woman!”

It would not matter very much if it were only a question of sex. But the question
of progeny magde ir 2 grave matrer. Those men were doomed. It meant their race would
end there,

Although Balse does not specifically mention the hijras in this passage, her sug-
gestion that isolation ultimately provokes men to “tcll dirty jokes” or turn to ho-
mosexuality echoes the opinion of Sharma, who asserts that impotence causes the
hijra to utter sexual remarks and to engage in sodomy. The image of the impotent
man as a shipwrecked entity, lost in a world of reproducing heterosexuals, is also
telling. The “question of progeny™ referred to by Balse is precisely what distin-
guishes a hijra from a nonhijra— her inability to carry on the family lineage results
in a life of social marginalization.

A few American and European anthropologists have also connected the hi-
jras’ language use with their sexual confusion, frequently conflating the two as sim-
ilar instances of perversion. Harrict Ronken Lynton and Mohini Rajan (1974), in
their short introduction to the hijras in Hyderabad, are a case in point. Reminis-
cent of Singh's and Sharma’s analyses of the hijra’s use of cbscenity, the authors
draw a causal link between the hijras’ “manner of speech” and what they perceive
to be the hijras’ self-motivated withdrawal from the rest of society:

The self-murilation of these impotent wretches and their acceptance into the Hijra
commurnity s 2 kind of allegory of suicide and rebirth, while their roanner of speech
suggests a yearning for identity and identification with a sacial group, So together they
have built a2 world for themsclves. In Hyderabad, 25 in most of India, people are ad-
dressed less often by name than by the tide which shows their precise status and rela-
tionship within the extended family. So also with the Hijras, with the added detail that
the confusion of thear terminology 15 a constant remunder of the sexual confusion
which brought them into the group. (1974: 192)
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While Lynton and Rajan are not referring to the hijras’ obscene language per se,
their description is in 2 way reminiscent of Balse’s portrayal of the impotent man
as shipwrecked. The terms se/f~mutilation and suicide imply that the hijras volun-
tarily choose to leave the “normal” world of women and men in order to be reborn
into the “abnormal” hijra world—a world that, in the opinion of these authors as
well as of many other social theorists, is identified by linguistic as well as sexual
ambiguity. Isolation leads to 2 need for what M. D. Vyas and Yogesh Shingala
(1987: 89) identify as “vicarious gratification”; many hijras can achicve sexual sat-
isfaction, in the authors’ opinion, only by talking abour the “normal sex life” of men
and women.

Hijra as an abusive epitbet
Hijras do not have the corner on the Indian obscenity market; a varicty of com-
munities are notorious for breaking expectations of linguistic puricy. These com-
munitics include, but are certainly not limited to, children in Western Utrar
Pradesh who invoke a “triad of sex, shit, and sadism” in play-group humor (Vatuk
1969); female singers of g/ songs in Eastern Uttar Pradesh who provide ritual-
ized entertainment at weddings (Henry 1976); Oriya-speaking male “chariotecrs”
at the Bhubaneswar Chariot Festival who chant sexually obscene limericks and
songs to the devotees of Lord Lingaraj (Freeman 1978}); and Rajastani village
women who at annual festivals and life cycle celebrations sing of sexual engage-
ment with spouses and lovers (Raheja and Gold 1994). But what sets the hijras
apart from these communitics is the fact that obscenity is critical to the hijras’ own
survival. The Hindi-speaking hijras I spoke with in Banaras see their use of verbal
insult not as a logical consequence of a self-motivated withdrawal from society but
as a necessary survival technique in a society that enforces their marginalization.

In this sense, the hijras’ curse is comparable to that of the Hindu widow who,
because of the extremity of her marginalization, is given free range to defy the
social order through her language use. This point is made clear in Shivarama
Karanth's novel Mukajsi: The novel’s main character is a widow who, in many
ways, is the most powerful woman in her village. 20 Since she has already suffered
the worst curse possible, namely widowhood, she has nothing to losc if the other
villagers curse her back; the other villagers, afraid nfh:rcurse,uydﬁpmtelym
remain on her good side. The hijra and the widow have much in common in this
respect; not only are both of these unmarried states considered to be a curse, but
the words for widew and Aifra in a variety of Indian languages are considered
curses in themselves. M. N. Srinavas’s observation more than half a century ago
that “the worst word of abuse in the Kannada vocabulary is to call 2 woman, mar-
ried or unmamed, a widow” (1942: 117) points to the pervasiveness of widow as
derogatory cpithet, his words reminiscent of the well-known Hindi proverb réd se
pare kof galt nabi (there is no curse greater than calling someonc a2 widow). But to
call a nonhijra a hijra is no minor transgression either, especially since it implies
that the addressee is sexually impotent and therefore incapabie of continuing the
family lineage.,

Nanda (1990: 14} incorrectly states that the word bifra, unlike its Telegu and
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Tamil counterparts 4gf7a and portai, is “rarely used” as a derogatory term in Hindi;
in fact, its employment as such has been well recorded since the 1940s, when
Mchta (1945—1946: 52) wrote that “timid people are often abused as "Hijadd' in
Gujarat,” Mitra (1983: 25) implies that the term is used throughout India in ref-
erence to more “cffeminate™ men, in a way that is perhaps comparable to the use
of faggot, fairy, or even sissy in contemporary American slang (i.e., “Even before
tumning iato 2 eunuch, a passive homosexual in Gujarat would be referred to as a
bijra. This is also true of the rest of India”). Alyssa Ayres (1992), who also notes
the prevalence of this epithet in her research among hijras in Gujarat,2! suggests
that the term is used among nonhijra men as part of a “male-bonding” ritual, in 2
mznner that approximates the use of Aome among the American heterosexual men
discussed by James Armstrong (this volume).

The use of hifra as a derogatory epithet is affirmed by the hijras I spoke with
in Banaras, who explained how they were repeatedly dubbed bifra when young be-
cause of their fondness for dolls and other girls’ games. In the commentary repro-
duced here, Sulekha, a thirty-eight-year-old hijra who now lives with a male part-
ner in a small village cutside of Banaras, recalls how her childhood peers rejected
her with the label Aifra, refusing to allow her into their gendered playgroups:

There were # few boys at my school who [ used to study with. When | sat with them,
they used to tell me that I was a hijra. Then they started telling other people, "This
is a hijra! This is a hijra! Don’t sit near him! Sit separately!” If 1 sar with the girls, the
girls would say, “This is a hijra! This is a hijra! Don't sit ncar him! Sit scparately?” So
I felt very ashamed. I thought, "How is it that I've become a hijra? The girls don't talk
to me; the boys don’t alk to me. What rerrible thing has happened to me?” 1 wanted
to go and play with them, but nobody waated to play with me. So life was going like
that. Nobody would help me. (personal communication, Sulekha, Spring 1993, my
translation)

The story of the reaction of Sulekha’s peers to her interest in girls’ activities {e.g.,
dancing and playing with dolls) is reminiscent of a narrative that appears in Bapsi
Sidhwa's (1992) nowvel The Crow Faters, written in English. When the father,
Freddy, discovers that his son, Yadzi, has been writing fove poetry (an enterprise
Freddy categorizes as "emasculated gibberish”), he angrily pronounces him a zz-
nuch. “1f you must think and act like a eunuch,” Freddy exclaims “in z cold rage,
“Why don't you wear your sister's bangles?™22

Sulekha's distress at the use of Aifra as an epithet is echoed by Charu, a hijra
who lives with three other hijras in a small Muslim-identified community on the
outskirts of Banaras. In the passage reproduced here, Charu explains how difficult
it is for a hijra to return home to her family after joining a hijra community, en-
capsularing socicty’s disgust in the final two lines by referring to their use of the
epithet “E HIJRA! ¢ byra!™ (HEY HIJRA! Hey hijral)3

hijra cihe, (1.5) apne ghar par cali jie - vah sambhav nah! hai. iske- ye hijri ke jarye
hai- dekhiye samaj, aur gsamij ki bat hai. (2.0) asamaj ho gayia- alag ho gayi, - agar
ye jini cihénge, - hijra jini cih&nge, - parivir vile niraz hage. (1.0) khus bhi hage,
(2.5) khug¢ bhi hage ((softly)) ki ye hamara parivir hai, (1.5) hamiri beti hai, - y3
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hamiri larka bai, - y2 hamiri bhii hai. 1 gay2 royEge. - magar ek ciz ki nirdzg1 ayega,
dunyi vile bolege ki "uphu, ye hijra a gaya. (1.5) iske ghar hijrs #td jita hai. - isse hijri
ki riéra hai. ~ iske ghar $adi nahf kargge.” (3.0) to ye duniya ne asamajik bani diys.
(2.5) duniyi burf n2zar se dekhne laga. (2.5) "E HIJRA, (2.0) < hijra”

{Even if the hijra wants to go home, it wouldn't be possible. The hijra is the dividing
line — you see, it's a matter of social versus asocial. He has become azocial. If they want
to go {back inte socicty]— if the hijras want to go [back], the family members will get
very upset. They'll also be happy—they’ll also be happy [and think], *He’s our fam-
ily; he’s our child; he’s our son; he’s our brother” But even though they might cry when
he arrives, they'll still be angry about one thing: The worldly people will say, “Ch no!
A hijra has come here! A hijra visits that household, so thcy must be related ro 2 hijra!
We won't arrange a marriage with anyone in that household!” So the world has made
him an outcast; the world has looked at him with an evil eye: “HEY HIJRA! Hey,
hijraf™)

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 instramen-
tal to social organization. But since the hijra is thought to act as a curse on this
very family structure—a belief based on the idea that her impotence will spread to
her siblings and prohibit procreation (see, for example, Mehta 1945—1946: 27;
Vyas 8 Shingala 1987: 75; Pimpley & Sharma 1985: 42; Sharma 1989: 51-59)—
she is, in the words of Sulekha, a “black spot,” an existence that brings shame to
the family’s potency. It is perhaps this fact that lecads Charu to describe the hijras
as occupying the dividing line between society and nonsociety: If they were to
cross this line by returning home, their appearance would be mer with anger, fear,
even hatred.

Recent employments of the term in derogatory reference to the Muslim com-
munity by the conservative Bharatiya Janata Party, commonly referred to as the
BJF, sugpests that bifra is used as 2 derogatory epithet more generally. In Anand
Patwardhan’s 1994 documentary Father, Son, and Holy War, to name but one ex-
ample, a female BJP leader says scathingly of the now former chief minister of
Uttar Pradesh, Mulayam Singh Yadav, ¢4 biire par goli ky bekar b jaye “Why would
you want to waste a bullet on a hijra?’ Indeed, some Hindi poets and novelists have
used the term metaphorically to suggest the ineffectiveness of the referent in ques-
tion, including the Hindi poet Ved Prakash Vatuk in a number of political cri-
tiques {1977a, 1977hb, 1987, 1995), such as in his poem maine aj isd ko marte bus
dekhid “loday 1 saw Jesus dying’ (1977a), when he identifics India as a country of
pacpan karor hifre ‘550 million hijras’ 24 Khushwant Singh similarly exploirs this
metaphor in his novel Defbi in order to indicate the ineffectiveness of his namrator
(who, incidently, has an extended affair with a hijra named Bhagmati): “ was dis-
owned by the Hindus and shunned by my own wife. 1 was exploited by the Mus-
lims whe disdained my company. Indeed I was like a Aijda who was neither one
thing nor another but could be misused by everyone™ (1989: 55).



