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In the book Cosmopolitan Sexuality, Ahonaa Roy, professor at IIT Mumbai, provides us with an 

ethnography of the everyday reality of the hijra community in Mumbai and Pune that is 

conducted from a biopolitical perspective. The author draws on an entire bibliographical 

repertoire on biopolitics to discuss the different  ways in which capitalism brings forth a specific 

dynamics of exploitation of the body. Roy mobilizes the idea of embodiment, according to 

which a cultural and bodily dialogue is necessary for the development of an individual's identity. 

She specially focuses on the way beauty standards impose themselves on the community 

studied, ultimately creating a new normative order from which the hijra modify their bodies. 

For Roy, Mumbai hijras place themselves in a position beyond traditional values as they seek 

legitimacy in a world of consumerism and beautification techniques.  

Based on a 16-month ethnographic approach conducted in 2008, 2009, and 2013, Ahonaa 

Roy establishes a multi-site investigation in the urban areas of the state of Maharashtra. Roy 

argues that a transgression of social norms is a means for hijras to construct a narrative 

process that relates the society to the environment. As such, the author believes that the 

rejection of universal norms of power, particularly in the case of the hijra, creates a particular 

aesthetic: one that is a product of lived experiences, of the notion of personhood and of shared 

intersubjectivity. The urban environment plays a central role in shaping social and sexual 

relations. Here, the body is revealed as the target of a strategy for manipulating a power that 

is constantly being challenged. The transgression of ‘transgenderism’ therefore consists of two 

central elements: symbolic representation, and the meaning of the ambivalences in the male 

versus female differentiation. The act of becoming a transgender is rooted, in this perspective, 

in a reflection on collective identity that is both the consequence of certain practices and 

discourses, and in the way of asserting one's agency. In the case of Mumbai, this is transformed 

into a new conception of citizenship, giving rise to a new social condition in which the space 

of the city is mobilized, while also intensifying neoliberal ideology of supposed universal 

equality through values such as democracy and globalization.  

In the second chapter, the author recounts her own insertion into the field, especially in a 

Mumbai slum, through the network of NGOs operating in the region. Here, Roy examines how 

the neoliberal market in a cosmopolitan city like Mumbai generates sexual desire. In this sense, 

sexuality is the product of several cultural processes, resulting in a negotiation between identity 

and subjectivity, given the different bodily representations that are available in this 

environment. Desire is then a social phenomenon that emerges from today's market economy. 

As in the case of transgender persons in the West, Ahonaa Roy argues that the beauty and 

recognition of the hijra's body depends on a capitalist logic of control through the eroticization 

of the latter. This way of monitoring and oppressing transgender bodies traverses an anatomo-

politics (p. 49) of the human body. The quest to achieve a specific body model is carried out 

through the internalization of bodily practices that bring meaning not only to the body as a 

material artifact, but to the individual as a subject. With sex work at the heart of her 

interlocutors' daily lives, Roy suggests that sex work incites a new regime of perceived beauty 
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through the wearing of Western clothing, which, in turn, might induce the pleasure of local 

masculinity. In this sense, the embodiment of feminine signs generates attractiveness while 

concealing traits of masculinity. This process, also conceived as beautification, relies on three 

elements: the production of attractiveness and the resulting economic profit; the ability to 

integrate the body into a capitalist economic system; and prostitution as a means of 

subsistence. Urban space manifests itself as a cosmopolitan space, enabling a democratic sex 

appeal (p. 54).  

One of the most popular practices among hijras is breast implant surgery. As breasts are 

considered as a strong sign of femininity, those who have them can demand higher prices for 

their sexual services. The result is a new representation (and normativity) of the hijra body. 

Consequently, in the third chapter, the author traces the path taken by some of her interlocutors 

to highlight the way in which their social relations cross their bodies, and form new mechanisms 

for expressing power. Breasts, for example, can become the epicentre of power negotiations. 

Roy illustrates the case by observing a scene in which a mafia leader meets one of her 

interlocutors, Leela, and she mentions her new breasts in order to demonstrate her own power. 

The man asks her to support for a friend of his, who, having lived in Canada, wants to bring his 

son back to India. The hijra in question offers him a helping hand through her contacts in Delhi, 

in the hope that he will be able to return her favour in the future. The dynamic of exchange 

structures the relationship between the hijra and the mafia leader. However, the contact 

between the two actors in this negotiation is made through their bodies. In this particular scene, 

Leela's breasts become a signifier of erotic femininity, confirming the hijra’s legitimacy in the 

face of the mafia leader. Leela's claim to power within the mafia, while playing with her own 

feminized body, consolidates a sense of power, as well as political authority.  

The hijra's encounter with violence is not just something that affects them tangentially, though. 

Violence, in fact, becomes a central part of their world and even invades their kinship 

relationships. Traditionally, a hijra must never contradict or confront her guru. Their relationship 

must be based on reverence and respect, especially shows by the cela (disciple) for her guru 

(master). Ahonaa Roy describes an anecdote from her field when a hijra argued with the guru 

and even assaulted the latter. The guru in question was known locally for the violence she 

embodied; being accused of having already killed several hijras, and even confronting the local 

mafia. This hijra guru had demanded a monthly payment of 10,000 rupees (around 107 euros/ 

120 US dollars) from her disciple. The latter rebelled against her superior and assaulted her 

both verbally and physically. This episode illustrates Roy's argument that power intertwines 

coercion and force, revealing itself to be a Gramscian enterprise directed at dominating of a 

political and cultural structures: in this case, the hijra kinship network. From this perspective, 

the power embodied in the internal relations of the hijra's cultural structure seeks to propagate 

its own political regime, and does so through means of violence, particularly symbolic violence. 

The violent guru thus personifies a regime of power that defies the dominant political authority 

of the state. In other words, it challenges a structure that reverberates with masculine power, 

the state itself. 

The fourth chapter relates the hijra to their sexuality. Analysing the dargah festival (urs) of 

Hazrat Khwaja Moinuddin Chishti, in Ajmer, Rajasthan –which Mumbai hijras regularly attend—

Ahonaa Roy highlights the link between hijras and other non-heteronormative gendered and 

sexual performances, such as the dargah priests (khadim). Roy argues that homosexuality is 

subtly practiced by khadims as well. Although they normally have a family and several children, 

they also seek sexual partners outside the family home, that includes in the environs of the 

dargah. This close relationship between hijras and khadims is forged over time primarily 

because of the presence of non-heteronormative identities within certain contexts that 

eventually enable the development of romantic relationships. One of the khadim that Roy met 
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had a relationship with a hijra who occasionally offered him money to demonstrate her 

affection. The space of the dargah thus allows for the insertion of individuals acting within their 

own sub-cultural context in order to produce agency. Indeed, the multiple gender and sexual 

identities encountered in and around the dargah in Ajmer emphasize a semiotic dimension of 

performance (p. 121): the self-representation of individuals is effective. In other words, the 

dargah space features subversive performances that attract the attention and interest of the 

devotees by conferring them with a “sense of grandeur” (p. 122). Hence, it accomplishes the 

main objective of bodily display: the consumption of the image. 

Addressing the relationship between body image and biopolitics, the fifth chapter is interested 

in arguing that the body, in a “new” India, is commodified with the aim to construct a new 

subjectification that is both neoliberal and medicalized. In so doing, Roy argues, drawing on 

theories of postmodern (and post-structural) feminism, that bodily materiality establishes a 

stability of gendered identities. Thus, the use of surgical techniques to modify the body enables 

a desired identity to become reality. In effect, there is a process of bodily display along with 

the act of becoming a subject. To illustrate this, the author tells the story of Anita, a middle-

class transgender woman from Mumbai. She highlights how doctors imposed a surveillance 

on her body during her transition process. For this reason, transgender identity, which is 

perceived as ‘transsexual’ by the medical establishment, is subject to regimes of power and 

so-called scientific knowledge, such as psychiatry and endocrinology. These regimes serve to 

verify the individual's ‘new’ identity that requires a modification in genitalia. From another point 

of view, the medical milieu enables body modification through what Roy calls ‘bioengineering’ 

(p. 149), or the technical capacity to transform the individual's body by producing a legitimate 

subject of both body and identity. This possibility of having access to this kind of treatment 

enables the mobilization of class, which is an essential identity marker. In this case, the 

determination of womanhood produces a symbolism not only of gender, but above all, of class. 

As a result, trans-identity—especially the possibility of claiming it—turns out to be an 

intersection between identity politics and the neo-liberalization of medical care. Subsequently, 

the role of identities takes on a new meaning, which the author calls ‘identity-hub’ (p. 159), that 

marks a proliferation of the medical market and the use of surgery to shape gender identity. 

Therefore, biopolitics becomes a decisive mechanism for identity construction. 

In order to analyse the consequences of this new biopolitical regime, Roy dissects the way in 

which collective action, in particular action that is promoted by an associative environment 

intended for HIV prevention, creates new mechanisms of governance. In other words, the 

author seeks to demonstrate that the participation and development of a political community 

give rise to a decentralization of local political power. The sixth chapter testifies to an event 

that makes visible the way in which institutional power is diffused in the spaces of sociability 

and activism, such as the occasion of the World AIDS Day. During this event, the author 

identified the commitment of the different actors who attended it (university students, workers 

from local NGOs, educators, Bollywood celebrities, sex workers and journalists) against the 

contentious power of the State that oppresses sexual minorities. This brings to light a dynamic 

of participatory democracy that is contextualized in a spatial construction that brings together 

a range of power relations, while also creating the possibility of both a new social movements 

and the generation of a new Self (regarding sexual and gender minorities who participate in 

it), on the other. It is a radical resignification (p. 180) that demands a new discourses, and 

makes space for new bodily representations. In fact, this decentralization in reconstitutes 

skills—particularly for those who wish to work in the NGO network—that implements a 

reconstruction of self-empowerment through the capacity-building initiatives focused 

particularly on sex workers. It is then notable that there is a professionalization of the agenda 

through the production of knowledge, and, in return, a resignification of the role played by the 

actors involved in this process of participatory development.  
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Once the issue of space and its appropriation by sexual and gender minorities is introduced 

by Ahonaa Roy, the author approaches a crucial social fact that reinterprets Mumbai as a social 

space: cosmopolitanism. Roy considers the latter as a procedure that established reformulated 

relationships in a transnational style. Indeed, cosmopolitanism evokes different kinds of flows, 

of money, images, people, ideologies and structures. In doing so, new subjectivities are 

constructed by an exchange of new norms of behaviour, which Roy considers to constitute a 

deterritorialization (p. 200). With the liberalization of the economy in India, a new aesthetic 

emerges, one that is linked to overconsumption. Sexual and gender minorities belonging to 

the middle classes articulate a queer subjectivity and at the same time internalize international 

images. A global gay identity is thus formed (p. 206). The latter combines a local homosexual 

identity with an international gay discourse, revealing that capitalist expansion becomes a 

material force that causes the internalization of the so-called global gay identity (p. 206). In 

short, the development of cosmopolitanism in Mumbai shapes new social norms—of 

consumption and consequently, of aesthetic construction—implemented by the advancement 

of the liberalization of the national economy. 

Finally, the book’s postscript closes the discussion while approaching two concepts that run 

through Ahonaa Roy’s ethnography: desire, and gendering. The question of desire refers to 

the possibility of a multiplicity of sexual identities. Roy describes it as a transcendental symbolic 

signifier (p. 227), that is outstandingly an image constructed by the performativity of gender. 

That being said, the act of becoming something implies a deterritorialization of the body and, 

consequently, a resignification of the presuppositions concerning the relationship between 

body and gender. The author then defines gendering, on the other hand, as an eternal process 

of becoming (p. 230). In other words, as a means to manifest and become one’s gender, the 

subject must emancipate themself first from symbols that negate a hegemonic order of gender, 

notably the male versus female binarity embedded in heteronormativity. To do this, sexual and 

gender minorities resort to a ‘technological embodiment’ (p. 229), a new model that allows for, 

through the adoption of values associated with capitalist expansion, a diversity of gender 

representations, desires, and aspirations free of body surveillance.  

Cosmopolitan Sexuality constitutes an innovative contribution to the study of sexual and 

gender minorities in India. The author's approach, that of biopolitics, incorporates the 

importance of economic liberalization policies for hijra subjects, which has traditionally been 

marginalized in social sciences. However, Ahonaa Roy's writing, imbued with a vast theoretical 

knowledge of gender studies and political science, deprioritized her ethnography. The weight 

of her theoretical discussions sometimes makes invisible her fieldwork observations and 

experiences. Moreover, the book's structure, organized in independent chapters, makes the 

discussion a little redundant at times. The author ends up explaining her approach repeatedly, 

albeit subtly, in every chapter to justify her analyses. Nevertheless, this work remains a vital 

contribution to an emic interpretation of the lives of sexual minorities in a country where neo-

liberalization is becoming more and more the focus of political ideology. 

 


