IMPACT: International Journal of Research in =
Humanities, Arts and Literature (IMPACT: IJRHAL) — —
ISSN (P): 2347-4564; ISSN (E): 2321-8878 ! ﬂ ]’sh \_:3 Ke

- X

HAL@E

”.

Vol. 6, Issue 5, May 2018, 359-366 "
© Impact Journals 4

TRANSGENDER LITERATURE IN INDIA: A COMPARATIVE STUD Y OF | AM VIDYA
AND A GIFT OF GODDESS LAKSHMI

Twinkle Dasari' & G. Chenna Reddy?
'Research Scholar, Department of English, AcharygaX¥ana University, Andhra Pradesh, India
“Department of English, Acharya Nagarjuna Universindhra Pradesh, India

Received:16 May 2018 Accepted: 19 May 2018 Published: 31 May 2018

ABSTRACT

India is a multicultural country which hosts difést cultures and ideologies. In India, transgendease a very
ancient history. They used to enjoy a good postiot adorned different official posts in pre-colnindia. Colonization
in India bought a lot of change in the lives ofrisgenders. They were named and treated as crimamaldifferent laws
were brought against them. This resulted in the gmadization of transgenders in society. Howevdre trecent
developments in India are a ray of hope for tramstprs. The 2014 verdict of the Supreme Court reiezogntransgenders
as third-gender and providing reservations to the@ems promising. The present paper compares riteriinsgender
autobiography of India by Living Smile Vidya “I aviidya” and biography of India’s First Transgenderifcipal Manobi
Bandyopadhyay “A Gift of Goddess Lakshmi”.
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INTRODUCTION

Gender and sex are generally used as interchamgéatrhs. However, these terms differ from each rothe
Gender and sexuality are socially constructed, adeesex of a person is biological. The societyd#scthe roles for each
gender and expects them to act accordingly andetidso act differently to their gender are consideas queer.
Gender identity differs for each person. Gendentithe is generally considered as the sense of geaplmale or female
and is related to people’s existence as male oalernTransgenders are those whose gender ideoity ot match with
their biological sex. “Transgender is the state afe’s “gender identity” not matching one’s “assignsex”.
(Golden Kisha 2013)

Our society in general, acknowledges only two ptiéer or sexes based on the genitalia at the tifi@rth and
they are male and female through the process ofaseignment. Sex assignment takes place even biiftinein the
mother’'s womb basing on the external genitalia., Bugre are some exemptions in which the infantmeotbe easily
identified as male or female in live births. In Butases sex chromosomes, external genitalia aathaitreproductive
system do not confirm to the males and femalestlagylare called as intersexual. Such intersex@atansidered as third

gender or transgenders where they do not belordgter gender.

Nevertheless, the existence of third gender anddéstity is greatly neglected in our societiespé&sally, in
Indian society either male or female is consideasdormal and anything or anyone that is other thale or female is

considered abnormal or subhuman, which means theynat complete humans but are on an inferior level
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Social construction of gender as well as the sexiifférence is very much part of the process ohd&e Identity.

Ironically, social construction of gender, espdgiah Indian society is confined to either malefemale and the third
gender is always neglected and more over margawlénd insulted. It really takes a lot of audaeityl courage in our
society to merely acknowledge the third gendeis B very common sight at railway stations andatit signals where

the transgender are insulated and are avoidedt Theih pollutes and their curses come true -asdlief.

However, the existence of third gender or transgengeople in India is not a new phenomenon.

Transgender have a long history in India.

Hijras’ were once a revered and accepted groumdiah culture. The Vedas, ancient, Hindu texts,
include eunuchs and characters with both male anthie characteristics. They were believed to bring
luck and provide special fertility power . . . Fegnturies; they have performed badhai, or blessitgs
weddings and births. (DelliSwararaos 2016)

In India, transgender are called with different eann different parts of the country. They are knag Hijras,
eunuchs, tirunangais, khoja, aravanis etc andttheybeen part of Indian society for centuries. iTaristence can be seen

in the mythological texts of the land ‘Ramayanad &dahabharata’.

There were historical evidence of recognition dfirtl-sex” or persons not confirm to male or female
gender in near the beginning writings of ancienlidn The concept of “tritiyrakriti” or “napumsakéiad
been an integral part of the Hindu mythology, folkl, epic and early Vedic and Puranic literature.
(Michelraj 2015)

Transgenders were well treated in the courts of hilgy “Hijras were considered clever, trustworthyg &iercely
loyal and had free access to all spaces and seotibthe population, there by playing a cruciakral the politics of
empire building in the Mughal era” (Michelraj 2019)he advent of British changed the fate of trangges in India.
They are one of the victims of colonization. Thegrevlooted from all the beneficiaries they had eagbtill then by the
British. The British couldn’t stthe hijras and the importance given to them leyltidian kings and they
started vigorously criminalize the hijra commuratyd denied them the civil rights.

. . . The colonization brought a different attitutbavards the transgenders. They were begun to be
treated indifferently and the constant ridiculinf) their physique and habits led to a psychological
trauma. Casually the society passes various abusivarks and even the family criticizes them. The

current status of transgender in India is pathé8abapriya 2016)

At present it is a very common sight in Indianwaiys and at many traffic signals of metropolitaiesi or towns
— that a group of transgenders, or hijras, cladraditional sarees or chudidars, aggressively meg@iom the people
clapping their hands and blessing those who offemt money and cursing those who deny. It is belidhat their touch
pollutes and their curses come true. Ironicallgjrtblessings are considered to have a high valdaramany places it is a
custom to bring hijras home to bless the newly veelddouple or a new born. But they are kept at @ dstance and are
not allowed to mingle with others. In a way, the dreated as untouchables. On the other hand, rhgras or
transgenders are either forced or volunteered prtwstitution as they don’t have any other livelidoother than
prostitution or begging. Rural transgender or Isjeations are not just marginalized because ofifigugender norms, but

are also oppressed by caste and class hierarchigish intersect with gendered oppression to comgotimeir
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disempowerment within social structures. Most peggge transgenders from this viewpoint of aggresbaggars and

prostitutes, but very little attention is paid keir dismal lives.
VIDYA AND MANOBI

In such hostile conditions, a few transgenders masao climb the ladder of success in India. Thepd hard
and firm every time they faced humiliation and o#ijen. Living Smile Vidya and Manobi Bandyopadhyage two

transgenders among those who proved themselvis iatimidating society.

Living Smile Vidya is also known as smiley is amlign trans-woman, actress, assistant director andrvirom
Chennai. She is a transgender activist and blodgjee. holds a post-graduate degree from the Tanjavaiversity in
Applied Linguistics. She started her career as lagtronic data processing assistant and therebwrbecthe first
trans-woman in India who worked in a mainstreamrgther than working for NGOs. Later she moved theatre is the
recipient of the prestigious British Council — ClearWallace India Trust Fellowship to study theatréhe UK. She acted
in several short films, including Kandal Pookkaldas00&5. She also acted in documentary films “Aghigal” and
“Butterfly”. She was the subject of the award-wimgpiKannada documentary “Naanu Avanalla . . . Avab#dsed on her

autobiography.

The book discussed in this paper is her autobidyragder autobiography “I Am Vidya: A Transgendeosigey”
was written in Tamil and was later translated is¢éven different languages including English. teigarded as one of the
most brilliant transgender memoirs. It was firsbimhed in 2007. It is the first transgender aubgbaphy in India.
It showcases the struggle of Sarvanan to becomgaVidihe struggle includes a lot of physical and taletraining.

In addition to her life the autobiography also pres the plight of contemporary transgenders lildy® in India.

Manobi Bandyopadhyay is the first transgender fpeicin India. She was born on 23 September 1964 as
Somnath Bandyopadhyay. She became India’s firgl-ignder (transgender) principal at Krishnanagaméh'’s College
in Naida district in West Bengal on 9 June 2015e 8fas selected for this post purely on merit. Bblels a Ph.D in
Bengali Literature and was previously an asso@adéessor of Bengali at the Vivekananda Satavardh@havidyalaya in
Jhargram. In 1995 she started the first Bengatisgander magazindpomanolmeaning subhuman. There are two books
to her credit. The first on®ntohin Ontorin Prositovortik§Endless Bondageyhich is a best seller. The other ondligrd

Gender in Bengali Literature.

The work discussed in this Pap&rGift of Goddess Lakshns a candid biography of Manobi Bandyopadhyay
written by Jhimli Mukherjee Pandey who is a Joustalt is called as a candid biography of Indi&isst Transgender
Principal by the writers as Manobi tells her stofyransformation from a man into a woman with unthing honesty and
deep understanding. It depicts the birth anddif§Somanath and his journey to become Manobi aadcchallenges she
faced throughout the journey and how she contineegursue academics despite many upheavals. Thieejpus an
extraordinary and courageous one by a transgereteop to define her identity and set new standafdschievement.

The book mirrors our society and its treatment @aattion to the transgenders in our society.
COMPARATIVE STUDY OF | AM VIDYA AND A GIFT OF GODDESS LAKSHMI

Both | am Vidyaand A Gift of Goddess Lakshnshow two different paths to success of two trandges.

Vidya an MA linguist graduate had to leave evenmythiand went to Pune to beg and earn as a hijrehdorsex
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reassignment surgery due to lack of support froenftmily. But Manobi was blessed to have her parevito never
disowned her and hence she never left her educatidngot a job to earn for her sex reassignmenmeswur Both these
works give a lot of information about the interrsald external turmoil and struggle of transgend&hey help us to

understand the life of transgenders and their gnffe

A Gift of Goddess Lakshmi starts with the birth\Ménobi as Somanath but Vidya starts her autobidgrayith
her second birth — birth as a woman, birth as Vithyaugh ‘Nirvana’ (Sex Reassignment Surgery). $ingl these two
texts gives us many details of transgenders aridlthes. There are a lot of similarities in thediof Vidya and Manobi.
Both Manobi and Vidya are the only sons to theiepts after daughters. Both were pampered withepaigl the valuable
possession. The books also depict the typical imdizentality of having a boy child as an achievemént her
autobiography Vidya says

My father was hoping the next baby would be a boynake up for two girls and the loss of his ficsti
son . .. Landing finally at the Vayalur Muruganni@e in Tiruchi, he vowed to name his next chilttaf
Murugan (the presiding diety) if it was a boy. HeulM also shave his head in a pious offering of his
locks to the lord. (Vidya 2007)

Vidya shares how she used to be treated speciatlyei house as he was a boy. Her father never edldwm to
do any work and always say that he should justysaische was the male heir of their family.

| was a privileged member of the household. Ofttinee children, | was the one person who didn'tehav
to do any work at home. That was the unwritten lawl was the male heir of the family and that was
reason enough to exempt me from work of any kind! | was the sole beneficiary of all the love and

affection at home by virtue of a boy (Vidya 2007)

Likewise, Manobi was also the only son of her ptgeand her arrival was much celebrated by heefath her

words

My father, Chittaranjan Bandyopadhyay, was a pnoadh that day. Finally, after two daughters, he had
been able to sire a boy! . . . He had a trophyhtawsoff to his family that had ridiculed him allishwhile

for not being able to father a son. He thought kv@&hiva’'s gift to him, and named me Somnath.
(Vidya 2007)

Even Manobis sisters were so scared of their fathgrlike Vidya's sisters. Manobi was never scaoécer
father as he was never strict with her. She sayss‘itvbecause | was a boy? You know how they irelblgys in Indian
families.” (Vidya 2007). These instances show hovndian society boys are given importance andragted superior to

their girl siblings. They depict the typical mindeé our Indian’s in treating boys’ superior tolgirright from the birth.

Both Vidya and Manobi share that their change etiat a very early age of six or seven years oftithat their
change started with their love for their sisteristed frocks and skirts. Both had a deep yearniniget a complete woman
and hated their genitals. They used to wear thisters’ clothes in secrecy and dance to the tufdin songs. Both of
them love cinema and the influence of the heromas too much on them. They used to imitate theihesoat school and
get a good, applaud for their imitating skills. Badth of them knew that they were not imitating baetng their self in

doing so. They wanted to shout out that they wevenen deep inside and hate to be called as boyk. &dhem had a
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very deep interest in arts and literature. Vidyadut work with drama groups and Manobi with dagiceips. Even today
Vidya is a famous theatre artist. When they usealctoor dance, they preferably chose female chenssb that they can
show of their feminity without any fear of beingcognized and to satisfy the urge of exhibiting theaie self to all.

“Actually, | was pretending to imitate a girl fourf, and they liked my ‘acting’ — but deep insideds not really acting: |
was expressing my inner urges.” (Vidya 2007) Sirtyld'She said, ‘Being a boy, if Somnath can pigkaigirl’s steps so
well, can’t you all do that?’ | just smiled shylnéenjoyed the adulation. | yearned to tell theat thwas not trying to be a

girl, I was actually one!” (Bandyopadhyay 2017)

There are a lot of similarities in Vidya and Mantibes. Both had a lot of passion for dance. Mar@k&n opines
that “dancing comes naturally to a transgenderguet{Bandyopadhyay 2017) “I think dancing and malpeare the two
fields in which transgendered people excel.” (Bamhdhyay 2017) They always felt happy being recaphias female
but could never take the teasing or harsh comnmantkeir feminity. They both were very bright indies and had very
bitter experiences in their schools. At stagesairtlives they pick up unisex clothes as they bwtted the male clothing
and also “realized that wearing obviously feminihathes was a problem.” (Vidya 2007) For both arththeir university
days were the happiest and best as know one mitéédsexuality and never taunted them for theiniféty. Both of
them worked for press. They always tried to sup@esheir feminity before others and express themsen solitude.

They were both advised by many, to whom they shtreid situation, not to go for Sex Reassignmemg&iy.

Ashabharathi gave me the same advice everyone ivath go far. She stressed the importance of
education and warned me about the social disapprd@u are a man, remain a man.’ repeating what
everyone had told me so far (Vidya 2007)

The doctor told me that | was completely out of sepses and that | should not even remotely tryoto g
for such a surgery because it would ultimately hamen He asked me to take such destructive thoughts

out of my mind and remain a boy. (Bandyopadhyay7201

But, the urge for Vidya and Manobi to establishitlsexuality is more important than anything. “thiggest aim
of my life was to establish my sexual identity."af®lyopadhyay 2017) The inner psychological turrtteely underwent
was dreadful. Fearing the society of discriminatiod disapproval, and the fear of families’ disemttputs a lot of stress
on them and lead to severe internal trauma. Undil tunderwent the Sex Reassignment surgery ttieimtas a double
ride. Physically, they were male but deep insideytivere female. At points they were confused aadbied with their
idea of their sexuality, but the feminity in themoke all the doubts and chains and craved to cameTtey were even

ready to face death in their quest to establisin Hexuality.

... | could not lead a double life any longer.,Na@ouldn't live any longer as a man. If | couldtn
become a woman, I'd rather die. | wasn't confused.nl had come to a clear decision . . . My decisio
was firm, bold. | hated being a man. | was goingryoand live as a woman. If | failed, | was ready
die. (Vidya 2007)

| felt like tearing away and escaping from the msahbdy in which | was born . . . | came to the
conclusion that | was a woman and that | had toecont of my shell at any cost . . . | was firml Had
to face death in an effort to establish my trueuséxdentity, so be it. | would do whatever it totik

prove to the world that | was a woman. (Bandyopagt017)
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However, the paths they took to establish theimtide through sex reassignment surgery are diffieren
Vidya being an MA Linguistics degree holder hadatieer option other than going and joining the tggmgler community
in Pune and begged in the streets and trains totharmoney for her sex reassignment surgery. Ot her life as a
tirunangai (transgenders in Tamil Nadu are calediaunangais’) Vidya faced a lot of physical apslychological trauma.
The trauma is the result of the discrimination amarginalization from the society. In the beginnstge had to pawn her

self esteem and education to clap and beg. Asahed/never to be a sex worker, begging was her aptipn.

| had butterflies in my stomach. Me, beg at nextpsh. . . even as my brain told my hand to reath ou
the hand refused to obey! Tears were welling umyneyes. At that very instant | remembered my MA
in linguistics, of all things. | stood there, neugp hesitant. (Vidya 2007)

Even her sex reassignment surgery was not a samdtiprocedure or even hygienic. She calls her sex
reassignment surgery as ‘nirvana’ the ultimate peathe inner peace that comes from the removingadé genitals and
becoming a woman physically. Vidya says that theragion was a mere butchering of the male genitBigt it was no
operation theatre, | realized as soon as | entirediny room — it was a slaughterhouse.” (Vidy®20she says that the
walls of the room allotted for transgenders in hlospital was full with the scribbling of their nasnen the wall and it was
because that they feared they would die on theatipartable. This shows the most dangerous circamasts transgenders
in India go through in an attempt to establish rttegxuality. There were no proper legal hospitalsdb the sex
reassignment surgery and even though there ang,alfe majority of the transgenders are unawartherh. Vidya felt so

relieved and happy after her operation. Her inmercg won her physical pain.

Inside, | was at peace. It was a huge relief. | wa® a woman: mine was a woman'’s body . . .
Thank you for removing my maleness from my bodgnthyou for making my body a female body. My

life is fulfilled. If | die now, I'll loose nothingl can sleep in peace. (Vidya 2007)

Unlike Vidya Manobi was lucky enough to have anenstinding family. Not that the family supported fa
her sex reassignment surgery but they have nesemded her and always put her on right educatiorhdr words
“In many ways | consider myself far more fortun#tten transgendered people . . . If my family hat supported me
despite my ‘oddity’ and forced me to excel in sagjiGod knows where | would have ended up.” (Bapdgtbyay 2017)
Her education got her a job as a lecturer in a temitlage of Jhargram. But it was not a bed oemofor her as most of her
colleagues hated her saying that “No one as lowla dijra should be allowed to teach in a collesigre the same
staffroom, toilet and facilities.” (Bandyopadhya®1Z) They used to assault her and insult her emewy and then.
But Manobi never gave up on them but stood hercstaand continued her job. She started publishirtials first
transgender magazine — Abomanob meaning subhunenseé# reassignment surgery was a long processeveher got
the virtue of counseling from psychoanalysts angtpslogists. She was under hormonal treatmentdoresyears before
the surgery. Her sex reassignment surgery was ot taking away the male genitals, but a plastigean successfully
sculpted her breasts and was able to create tfiecpémale genitalia for her. “Somnath had left fmeever and Manobi
was born, just as Dr Khanna had written in theifteste . . . Finally, my soul had found its bodwd | had a sense of

completeness that had been denied to me at bB#ridyopadhyay 2017)

But life was not better even after their sex regrasient surgery. The society still saw them as amration and

taunted them with sneers and comments. Even tagiiliés are not left with peace, but were harassethe neighbors.
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They both had to fight hard with the governmentshtange their names and sex in the records. Vidgad put up a lot of

fight to change her name from Sarvanan to VidyaMadobi to change her name from Somnath to Manobi.
CONCLUSIONS

India is a land of different cultures and tradisoWhether accepted or not Hijras or transgendersaavery
integral part of our culture and it's high time \gave the stigma about them and inculcate themamtainstream society.
The present transgender autobiography and biogrgpley us a lot of inside information about transdens and their
mental and physical pain. Including such literataretransgenders in our mainstream education rbkpsstudents to
understand them better and have compassion toweeds In the wake of the Supreme Court judgme0ib5 asking the
government to provide reservation in all educationstitutions and employment, it would be advigatd include these

bios in the curriculum so that it adds to a batieterstanding of transgenders.
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