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them from Indian women. Hijras live in communal 
homes under the tutelage of a hijra guru (teacher). 
They are expected to survive on charity and payment 
for services performed, such as blessing babies or 
performing at weddings.

The hijra is essentially a spiritual role to which a 
person is called. Members of the hijra community 
become devotees of Buhuchara Mata, an incarna-
tion of the Hindu Mother Goddess. Their devotion 
requires a vow of sexual abstinence. For this reason, 
hijras must, if they have male genitals, have surgery 
to remove their penis and testicles. Because the 
surgery is prohibited in hospitals, the risk of infec-
tion or death can be high. Nonetheless, this surgery 
is seen as a ritual transformation from which hijras 
take on their spiritual power.

Hindu belief regards pansexuality and trans-
gender roles as permitted expressions of human 
identity and desire. The pantheon of Hindu deities 
includes some who are sexually and gender ambig-

uous, combining aspects of maleness and femaleness, or who transform themselves 
from one into another. The deity Shiva, for instance, has both male and female char-
acteristics, renounces sex, and yet is eroticized in Hindu mythology. Hinduism is 
comfortable with gender and sexual ambiguities in a way that Western religions 
are not.

Unfortunately, the existence of hijras in ancient Sanskrit scripture and the sacred 
history of the role does not translate into their acceptance in society. Today, although 
India legally accepted hijras as a third gender in 2016, they live on the margins 
of society due to severe prejudice, social discrimination, and often violence. It is 
common to see hijras begging for charity on the trains of Indian cities, extorting 
money from businesses, or making money as dancers or sex workers. 

GENDERED BODY MODIFICATION

Body modification is one of the most common ways people express their gender 
identity and make themselves attractive to others. In North America, makeup, long 
hair styles, and a hairless face and legs are most often associated with females, while 
a lack of makeup, short hair on the head, and facial and unshaven leg hair are more 

Figure 8.4
WE’WHA
We’wha (1849–96) 
was a Zuni lhamana, 
or two-spirit, who 
lived in New Mexico. 
They preferred 
feminine clothing from 
adolescence and were 
taught female spiritual 
teachings while also 
working in traditionally 
male occupations, such 
as farming.
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