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History of Practice



Nature of Western Influence



The majority of hijras are biologically male and wear female dress; they are widely considered members of the of third gender, being neither male nor female. They are socialized into the hijra community, gradually assuming female mannerisms, and some undergo ritual emasculation where their testicles and penises are removed.. The hijra community has been a symbolic manifestation of Indian and Hindu cultural values for centuries. They are revered in the epic tales of the Mahabharata and the Ramayana for their service to the Vishnu avatar Rama.



Western Influence is believed to have caused



Functional Purpose of the Hijra Community in India 



Hijras perform religious ceremonies at weddings and births due to their believed power regarding fertility. 















Hijras derive this power from the Mother Goddess ; their sexual power is accumulated by not taking part in sexual activities. Often, hijras are not invited to these events due to the explicit sexual nature of their dancing. However, they are usually paid for their services because they also are believed to have the power to confer curses as well as boons.







Lessened economic opportunities of hijras – there is less demand for hijras to perform at marriages and other rituals. This has led to more hijras becoming prostitutes to earn money.







A shift in sexual practices away from oral sex towards anal and vaginal instead. This has increased the incidence of AIDS. (Williams 1992: 827).







Changes in Indian perceptions of gender, directly acting as a marginalizing force through a change in ideology. (Lal 1999). Counter Argument There is some disagreement regarding the nature of western influence. Lal (1999) proposes that western knowledge systems have directly affected Indian perceptions of gender, causing marginalization and stigmatization. Another possibility is that hijras status has declined due to more indirect economic factors, mainly the decreased demand for hijras services (Williams 1992).



Though hijras have a low social status and caste, “they still have a place in [Indian] society” (Belkin 2008: 87). Due to this societal necessity, Indian culture and Hinduism fortify the existence of hijras and ensure them a lasting place within society.



The widely-held western belief of a distinct binary gender system is currently threatening to degrade the status and perception of hijras in India. Traditionally, western societies have been less tolerant of homosexuality than their eastern counterparts; the British colonization of India coupled with increased globalization has dramatically increased interactions between India and western societies.



http://www.independent.co.uk



Global Relevance (http://www.woophy.com)



Hijras in the Context of India Hijras’ asexuality is divinely legitimized through the Hindu ideal of ascetisicism. (Reddy 2005: 85) For centuries in Indian folklore and epics, there has been a complex interplay between both sexual aspiration and asceticism; this renouncing of sexual desire is believed to fuel the power of Indian deities. Hijras’ emasculation, or self-castration, rituals allow them to manifest the power of the powers of the deities, Shiva in particularly. By physically emulating deities and working towards the Hindu ideal of asceticism, hijras are able to legitimize their purpose within Indian society. Hinduism and Indian epics reinforce notions of gender fluidity, engraining it within Indian culture, and thus support the existence of the transsexual community.



The challenges currently facing the hijra community are relevant to the global society as issues concerning gay rights move to the forefront of social controversy. While the hijra community has the potential to be a great example of how to embrace gender differences, western societies instead are marginalizing this community (Bernstein 2009). The hijras’ personal plights are relevant to the global society because their existence prompts the need for a less limiting, and more realistic, understanding of gender. Social equality among genders and sexual orientations first requires that we revamp how societies perceive gender; it is only after this is achieved that true equality can be reached.



Due to western influence, influence, hijras are currently facing increased stigmatization and marginalization Hijras in Comparison to Other Cultures The hijra community is facing a difficult struggle against AIDS, violence, and discrimination. It is not enough for societies to preach acceptance to minorities, they “must also provide specific recognition for such diversity” (Williams 1992: 827). The hijra community in India is one such example. Instead of marginalizing and stigmatizing the hijra community, the global society hopefully can look to them for an example of coexistence and acceptance. Without first changing our perceptions of gender, true social equality cannot be reached.



Western societies tend to have a distinct binary view of gender, namely male and female. Rather than viewing gender as a social construct, western societies instead perceive gender as a biological reality. Many other societies, such as Native American and Polynesian cultures, have diverse gender perceptions similar to India’s (Nanda 1999).
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