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Introduction

For understanding this notion of ‘ungovernable’ subjects or citizens, we should depend on
Michel Foucault. Foucault has shown that from the 16th century onwards a gradual change
started among the ‘sovereign’ powers (or states) in the West. By the late 18th century this change
got a mature form and by that time the ‘sovereign’ powers became ‘governmental’ powers.

‘Governmentality’ or the ‘art of government’ or the art of govern the citizens is the basic
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foundation of the modern states or governments. To Foucault, the aim of the ‘governmental’
powers or states is the so called “welfare of the population, the improvement of its condition, the
increase of its wealth, longevity... (and) health.”" In other words, the management of citizens or
population is the basic aim of the ‘governmental’ powers or its ‘governmentality’. The
management of population indicates that modern state or governmental powers would give much
focus on citizens, and more specifically their productivity, reproduction, conjugality and
household organizations. In this sense, colonial government in India was also a ‘governmental’
power based on ‘governmentality’. Scholars like Kathleen Wilson have shown that even during
the early 18th century the ‘management of population’ or the regulation of family, sexual lives of
the European population in the East India Company's outposts in India was at the centre of
Company governance. In the initial phase Company authority was only concern about their own
people, not about the non-Europeans or the natives. But gradually by the 19th century
‘governmentality’ extended to the native population also.” Colonial government in India defined
citizens into two categories: orderly and disorderly. The citizens on whom government's
surveillance or ‘governmentality’ had been challenged or failed categorized as ‘disorderly’ and
‘ungovernable’ subjects. Who were the ‘orderly’ subjects or citizens? According to Jessica
Hinchy, “orderly colonial subjects were sedentary people who were engaged in economic
activities that were defined ‘productive’, lived in households based on conjugal and reproductive
sexualities and behaved in ways that were conducive to ‘public morals’.” In many ways hijras
of north India used to consider by the British colonizers as ungovernable due to their way of life,

gender expression, sexuality.
I

Colonial officials considered Aijras as social pollutants that could lead to the pollution of the
society in India. Hijras as male ‘prostitutes’ played important role in spreading the sexual
‘vices’, i.e., sodomy. Like the contagious diseases sodomy infected the Indian society through
the hijras; hence hijras were contagious in British eyes.* Even colonial officials believed that the
convicted child ‘eunuchs’ had the potentialities to spread the ‘vice’ among other ‘normal’

children in the juvenile reformatories. >
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Through the process of colonialism, British colonizers came into contact with the native people
in the colonies like India. Colonizers had fears that due to these contacts and interaction of the
Europeans with the natives, Europeans might have been infected with different contagious
diseases from the native people.6 British colony in India was not different from this phenomenon.
Colonial government in India was very much cautious about the spread of contagious diseases.
According to the colonizers, contagions were not only physical diseases, but also there were
different ‘metaphorical’ or socio-moral diseases or contagions. Physical as well as social
contagions of the Asian colonies, more specifically India, were very problematic to the British
colonizers as the nature or characters of these contagions were ‘unknown’ to them during the
initial phase.” British colonial government (including provincial governments) in India took
various sanitation-hygiene projects to curb the spreading of physical and social contagions. For
example, just few years after the revolt of 1857, British authority took up hygiene and sanitation
projects in Lucknow city to prevent contagious diseases. For that reasons prostitutes and few
other subjects of social contagion were targeted.® Similar thing was happened in Delhi during the
early 1900s when British government in Delhi took up the issue of ‘social hygiene’ seriously
along with physical hygiene.” On the light of Victorian morality and social order which imposed
in India by the British, obscenity had been considered by the colonial authority as moral and
social disease and contagion as well. For that reason, in different parts of India British
government started campaigns with the help of British-backed Indian educated upper and middle
class against the indigenous ‘obscene’ literature and other customs.'® In British view, obscenity
was destroying the ‘purity’ of the imperial social order and minds of the society. As a result, it
can be argued that colonial government's attempt to regulate the obscenity was ‘a product of
sanitation projects’.'" Hijra embodiment was also considered by the colonizers as ‘obscene’. The
contagious diseases (including social contagions) were considered as anxious to the colonizers as
in their view these could destroy the colonial socio-political order. In British eyes hijras as ‘dirt’,
‘pollution’ and ‘poison’ not only played significant role in spreading the contagions but also
impurified the minds and bodies of the citizens. In this sense, according to Hinchy,

“(C)olonial officials identified Hijras as a danger to the colonial moral and political

order - a danger that was spreading. For colonial officials, the threat of contagion from
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the Hijras was not only an issue of metaphorical contagion, it also had embodied a
physical dimensions. The ‘spread of sodomy’, for instance, was a matter of sexual contact

between bodies. The British portrayed Hijras as contaminating 'filth’, because they did

. .. . . . ‘ y 912
not fit into the visions of colonial society and were viewed as ‘matter out of place’.

For the colonizers, hijras and their obscenity were harmful to the ‘public decency and morals’
and the public order in general."” In British view, public spaces were getting ‘polluted’ by the
‘obscene’ activities (such as obscene talks and performances, cross-dressing, ‘begging’ or
collection of alms etc.) of the Aijras. Colonial commentators considered the performances of the
hijras as extremely ‘obscene’. For example, in 1866 Jaunpur Sessions Court's judge R. Spankie
commented: “Their (kijras’) songs are always obscene, as well as their actions”.'* Moradabad's
Sessions Court judge C. R. Lindsay also argued the same and according to him #Aijras'
performance was the example of extreme form of obscenity."

Hijras' begging or alms collection was also considered as ‘threat’ to the public order. A
famous British anthropologist named R.V. Russell wrote that Aijras often through their ‘indecent
clamor and gestures’ desperately forced the ‘possible’ alms givers to give them alms.'® Even
John Shortt, a British physician cum ethnologist, argued: “(Hijras) are not only persistent but
impudent beggars, rude and vulgar in the extreme, singing filthy, obscene, and abusive songs to
compel the bazaar-men to give them something.”'” In the early 1880s District Superintendent of
Police (DSP) of Mirzapur district, NWP&O (North Western Province and Oudh), wrote
complain against the hijras to his higher authority that “(hijras) go in gangs of five and six and

18 According to the colonial

sit (dhurna) at people's houses until they get grain, price &c.
observers and officials there was not only the existence of obscenity in the songs and
performances of the Aijras, but also in many cases hijras publicly showed their castrated (or non-
castrated) private parts and bodies. When a man refused to pay alms, the Aijras would first abuse
him verbally and would try to extort money. But if that failed, they would have gone naked. And
ultimately the ‘respected’ man had to give alms to escape from the further humiliation."”
Ethnologist Russell commented more dangerous thing that Indian society was always ‘immoral’,

and for that Indian people, more specifically a section of men, were curious about the hijras'

mysterious bodies and private parts. For that some Aijras earned money “by allowing spectators
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to look at the mutilated part of their body”.*’This kind of tendency of hijras to expose their
private parts and bodies in public was considered by the British commentators as the danger to
public order.”!

Hijras were considered as ‘public nuisance’ by the British administrators in north India.
From the 1860s the concept of ‘public nuisance’ became very significant in colonial
government's initiatives in reorganizing the urban spaces in north India. After the revolt of 1857,
especially from 1860s, with the collaboration with urban educated native middle and upper class,
colonial government established different municipalities in north Indian cities. In the urban
spaces of cities municipal administration on behalf of colonial government tried to implement
some ‘public morals’ and regulate ‘immoral’ mode of conducts of the natives.”> Question
generally comes that why the north Indian cities got importance from the colonial authority for
‘urban projects’ of morality? Actually as during the revolt of 1857, north Indian cities (like
Lucknow) were very much mutinous against the British, colonial government realized the need
to regulate the city dwellers of north India in the name of moral projects. Along with the moral
sanitation physical sanitation or health projects were also undertook by the municipalities and
colonial government.”> Municipal administrations started segregating the marginalized,
untouchable ‘dirt’ population from the ‘respectable’ city dwellers in the cities. As these
marginalized people were not only considered by the colonial authority as ‘threatening’ to the
public order or moral, but also as the spreaders of physical diseases for their ‘unhygienic’
lifestyles.** Different ‘public nuisance laws’ were introduced by the British-backed municipal
administrations to regulate the public morals in the cities. Colonial government often applied
these laws (along with few sections of IPC of 1860) to the Aijras as they were considered as
‘nuisance’ for the public order and morals.”> For instance, Jaunpur Sessions Court 's judge
named R. Spankie in a judgement in 1865 commented that the ‘appearance’ of the hijras “in a
town in public, in female apparel, and dancing and singing, considering their acknowledged
profligacy and profession, would constitute them a public nuisance, and bring them under

Section 290 of the Penal Code”.?®
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I

By the 18th century the concept of binary division of gender, i.e., male and female, became
strengthened in Britain. Certain forms of male and female bodies were considered as ‘ideal” male
and female bodies. In other words, certain gender norms for both the male and female genders
were made clear.?’ In this concept of gender norms, by the early 19th century cross-dressing,
more specifically the male transvestism got stigmatized as ‘immoral act’ in Britain. Among the
male cross-dressers in 19th century Britain a significant number was queer population.”® By the
mid or late 19th century British or Victorian gender norms were gradually imposed in India
which destroyed our indigenous ‘fluid’ gender identities. However, hijras and their ‘troubling’
gender created much trouble to the colonizers. Colonial officials considered 4ijras as ‘male’, but
their gender expression differed from the male gender role. The ambiguous gender identity,
contrary to the binary division of gender, of the hijras often made colonial officials confused.
For instance, R. Drummond, a high-ranking judicial officer in NWP commented on how the
male-born Aijras often adopted female roles: “Nothing could be more sad or disgusting than the
appearance of these wretches on trial. Some, both prisoners and witnesses, were dressed as

women, and attempted to conceal their faces as women are in habit of doing when in Court”.*’

\Some colonial officials described hijra-bodies as feminine, some described as muscular. So,
there were contradictions and confusions in the colonial narratives of the ambiguous Aijra-gender
identity. In the case of Government v. Ali Buksh (1852) judges commented that ‘eunuchs’ (read
hijras) were not only wore feminine dresses but also their bodies or shaping of bodies were quite
similar to feminine-bodies.®® In 1870 a British physician named Norman Chevers after
examining a dead-Aijra's body wrote a report and he found the feminine body structure.’' In
many cases due to the castration feminine physical features and shape come in the male-born
hijras' bodies as castration often makes the hormonal imbalance.*® Probably in those cases where
the officials found the feminine bodies of Aijras, castration was responsible. However, on the
other hand, in some cases colonial officials found masculine features in hijra-bodies. For

example, during the 1850s another British physician argued that ‘natural-born eunuchs’
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(probably in modern medical term it can be termed as 'inter-sex people') were feminine by birth,
but the castrated eunuchs or hijras were masculine: “Their (castrated hijras) voices are
sometimes of manly tone, and the growth of beard, in some cases, continues”.** But John Shortt,
a prominent British physician, argued that even ‘natural-born’ hijras could be muscular and there
could be ‘plenty of hair’ in their “face, chest, arms, pubis and legs”.** Therefore, it can be
understood that colonial officials were quite confused about the hijras’ gender embodiment.
British authority was failed again and again to confine the Aijras neither into the male nor into
the female categories. It was also problematic for the decennial census system which started in
colonial India from 1871. Because in the census, it was supposed, citizens' gender identity could
be either male or female. But in case of ‘ungovernable’ hijras' gender colonial officials found
great problem. In this matter Hinchy wrote: “Orderly populations were those that could be
classified and thus rendered legible; in contrast, ungovernable populations existed on the margins
of categories. Non-binary gender expression thus undermined colonial attempts to manage the

935

Indian populations.””” Therefore, erasure of the Aijras’ visibility from the Indian society was the

best way for the British authority to restore the binary division of gender.
vV

Sexuality of the hijras was not only differed from the colonial hetero-normative sexual norms,
but also it was considered as threat to the colonial or Victorian sexual order. Now question is
what was the colonial sexual norm? Colonial sexual norms defined the boundaries between the
‘public’ and ‘private’ spaces. According to this norm sex (heterosexual and reproductive) should
only be confined within the private sphere (not in public) as only conjugal sex between husbands
and wives.>® Any unproductive sexuality/sexual act used to be considered as against the colonial
sexual order. It is obvious that hijras' sexuality (sodomy and homosexuality in general) was
outside the colonial sexual order. Hijras were often portrayed by the colonial officials and
British observers as ‘homosexual’ male prostitutes who engaged same-sex sexual activities with
other men. Although the term ‘homosexuality’ was originated in Germany during 1870s, colonial
officials in India used the term to describe Aijras’ sexuality only in the 20th century.’’ During the

19th century in colonial official documents or records hijras (and their sexuality) were often
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described by terms such as ‘unnatural prostitution’, ‘professional sodomy’, ‘disgusting habits’,
‘vice’, ‘poison of vice’, ‘abominable trade’, etc.”® In some cases in the English-language
newspapers in 19th century India homosexuality had been termed as ‘unnatural offence’.*”” Even
in case of the Government v. Ali Buksh of 1852 judges found 'infamous connection' of the hijras
with 'unnatural' sexual activities.*” Hinchy argues: “In the colonial view, the threat that Hijras
posed to the colonial sexual order was amplified since their ‘immoral’ sexual practices were
thought to be 'spreading'.”"!

Colonial administrators and commentators found the connection of hijras’ gender
‘disorder’ (or feminine gender expression) with their ‘immoral’ sexuality. For example, in 1870
a British physician Norman Chevers came into the conclusion that “almost all, if not all eunuchs,
who have female attire...habitually prostitute themselves unnaturally”.** He also claimed that due
to the regular sodomy from the childhood /4ijra ‘men's’ bodies became ‘effeminate’ and even

’1¥3 Not only the physicians, but also the colonial officials in

their voices also became ‘effeminate
north India tried to prove the interconnection between the Aijras’ feminine gender expression and
their ‘unnatural’ sexual practices. For example, A. O. Hume, the then Magistrate of Etawah
district, NWP, during the late 1860s commented that “the dancing in public of eunuchs in female
clothing afterwards leads to sodomy, therefore it should be prohibited”.* In 1870 a high ranking
officer (under-Secretary) from Punjab named L.H. Griffin argued that by “wearing the grab of
women in the street [,]...(on) the flat roofs of their houses or from balconies” they beckoned the
‘immoral’ men for 'unnatural' activities.* Therefore, it is quite clear how the north Indian British
officials considered the feminine clothing of hijras as the indicator of their 'unnatural' sexual
practices. For that reason in 1873 C.A Elliot, Secretary of NWP government, ordered the
Divisional Commissioner (DC) of Benares (Varanasi) that cross-dressing of the hijras or other
eunuchs should be considered as the ‘sign’ of sodomy.*® Even in the cases of cross-dressing of
the zenanas British officials in North India also found the indication of sodomy. For example, in
1866 the DM of Meerut named W.A Forbes wrote to his superior that non-castrated men or the
zenanas who sang songs in female dresses as women also indulged in ‘immoral’ vices.*’

During the 1860s through the several colonial officials' reports in NWP colonial officials

demanded that in NWP the level of 'unnatural' sexual practices had been reached to a frightening
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height and it was due to the hijras that the contamination of the ‘vice’ had spread among the
Indian men.”* Colonial officials labeled Aijras as ‘habitual sodomites’ which meant that hijras
were sexual-deviant ‘inherently’. In 1861 a high-ranking British officer of NWP commented that
“Hijrahs (hijras), or eunuchs...earn a livelihood by the habitual and unconcealed practice of
prostituting their persons”.*’ Even in 1871 NWP government gave an advisory to the police
department that “eunuchs, who are reasonably suspected of...habitually committing offences

punishable under Section 3777.%°

\%

It has been earlier mentioned that colonial authority wanted sedentary population on whom
surveillance could be implemented. But to some extent hijras were not sedentary people, rather
they were mobile according to the British officials. In the study of colonial officials as well as
ethnologists it was found that Aijras used to go for tours for begging and other purposes annually
or periodically in the countryside. Though generally they collected day-to-day alms from their
localities, they used to move remote areas across the borders during these periodic tours.”® For
the colonizers wandering and excessive mobile communities were ‘suspicious’, potential
‘criminals’ and hence ‘ungovernable’. Colonial officials did not have much knowledge about for
what purposes exactly the Aijras conducted the periodic tours across the borders for months. It
was assumed that there might have been some links of criminal activities with the periodic tours
of hijras.”

British officials also believed that hijras’ mobility was responsible for the spread of
sodomy or ‘unnatural vice’ in north India. As hijras travelled across the borders, they had
‘spread’ the sodomy among the Indian men in different areas from cities to villages. For
example, R. Drummond, a high-ranking British official from NWP, when he was the
Commissioner of Allahabad, in a letter written in 1865 to the Secretary of NWP government
informed that it was the habit of the ‘eunuchs’ (or Aijras) to travel different parts of the country.
They (hijras) also considered that the spreading of the ‘unnatural practices’ as their ‘right’!*
Drummond further advised to the NWP government that government should immediately “check

their (hijras) migratory habits so that they could not be able to spread 'the poison of vice
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throughout the country”.>* Therefore, it can be argued that the mobile(ness) of the hijras was one
of the reasons for which colonial officials considered them as 'ungovernable' subjects.

Dominant view among the colonial commentators and observers in north India was that
the foundation of the hijra tradition was based on the kidnapping, forced castration and
subsequent initiation of the male children into the Aijra community. For instance, during 1860s
in an administrative survey in Muzaffarnagar district, NWP, it was found that most of the hijras
informed the officials that they joined into the Aijra community due to the other reasons, not due
to the abduction as child. But the DM of Muzaffarnagar rejected the claim of these Aijras and
argued “I think there is some system at work which we have not found out yet.”> Probably the
Magistrate tried to indicate to the system of kidnapping and castration of the boys. North Indian,
more specifically NWP's officials portrayed Aijras as child castrators and kidnappers, and these
claims got strengthened more and more by the different criminal cases involving Aijras in NWP's
judicial Courts. First case in which hijras accused for kidnapping and emasculation of male child
was the Government v. Munsa and Four Others.”® During the 1864 and 1865 only in
Shahjahanpur district, there were total five cases came at the Shahjahanpur Sessions Court and in
these cases involvement of the Aijras in the networks of kidnapping, enslavement and ‘forced’
castration of the male children was revealed. The judges came into conclusion after observing
the five cases that hijras conducted the ‘networks’ of these criminal activities. The Sessions
Court judge Drummond also observed that Aijras operated these criminal activities as ‘gangs’
and in Shahjahanpur district their head-quarter was at Fatehgarh from where they carried out all
their ‘illegal’ activities, i.e., the networks of kidnapping.”’ Shahjahanpur cases also enlightened
the higher authority, and subsequently the Inspector-General of Police (IGP) of NWP informed
to all the DSPs working under him about the nature of these criminal activities of the hijras. IGP
wrote that from the Shahjahanpur cases it was found that the male children were ‘kidnapped and
purchased for emasculation’ by the professional emasculators. And after the castration the
castrated children were sold again to the hijra-purchasers who made them prostitutes ‘for the
purposes of sodomy’. There was a wide network of child kidnappers, buyers and emasculators.™
Even the colonial administrators found the link of kidnappings with the periodic tours of the

hijras. As in 1873 Bulandshahr's Magistrate commented that if the proper investigation took
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place, “it would probably be found that during their absence from their home they act as agents
for kidnappers...”*’ The Magistrate also argued that from the native independent states hijras
often kidnapped children as in those areas colonial police's surveillance was absent almost.*
However, there was confusion among the colonial officials on the matter that whether the hijras
directly kidnapped the male children or purchased from the other kidnappers. For example, a
high-ranking British official from NWP who was also the member of the Council of Governor-
General of India named J. F Stephen argued that hijras sustained their community “by
kidnapping and castrating boys whom they either bought from kidnappers or stole themselves.”’
On the other hand, in an article published in 1869 in Madras Mail it was claimed that Aijras
bought kidnapped children from the ‘brokers’ only.*

Colonial officials not only accused the Aijras for kidnapping and castration of the boys,
but also there was a serious accusation that hijras corrupted the kidnapped and castrated boys.
According to the official claims that hijras trained these kidnapped and castrated boys to be
‘professional’ in sodomy.”> NWP administration considered hijra households as ‘brothels’. And
in these households cum brothels /4ijras introduced the kidnapped children for unnatural sexual
activities.®* As from different reports it was being revealed that a huge number of boys were
living under the hijra-prostitutes, the IGP of NWP in 1866 expressed his fear that the exact
number might have been more which colonial officials did not found yet.®
As British authority was so much obsessed with the purity of children they realized the need of
rescue the ‘uncorrupted’ children from the hands of the hijras. For example, the Magistrate of
Meerut named W. A Forbes in 1865 argued that removing the boys from the Aijra-households
was the only way to save ‘them from a life of infamy’.®® R. Drummond, Sessions Court judge of
Shahjahanpur, commented also that government's duty was ‘to rescue unhappy children’ from a
life of ‘misery’.®” But Drummond also argued that it was the fact that though government
rescued the ‘degraded’ or corrupted boys (child-eunuchs) from the hijra-houses, they again
joined in the unnatural activities.”* W.G Probyn, a high-ranked officer of Shahjahanpur, also
expressed his fear that these ‘degraded’ boys (child-eunuchs) later on when they became adult,

played important role in propagating the ‘vice’ among the other boys.*
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Conclusion

Therefore, from the above discussion, it is not only very difficult to understand why the British
administration in the NWP — that is, in most parts of the colonial north India — developed a sense
of discomfort regarding the Aijra community. The administration constructed various stereotypes
and narratives portraying hijras as social pollutants, sodomites and child abductors. Based on
these narratives, the hijra community was labeled as ‘ungovernable’. This led to administrative-

level discussions on how to control and regulate the Aijras.
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