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ABSTRACT

The Truth About Me: A Hijra Life Story (2010) is the autobiography of Indian writer and activist A. Revathi,
which recounts her experiences as a hijra facing psychological trauma, physical violence, and social
exclusion, while seeking to understand her sexual and personal identity. This contribution analyses
Revathi’'s work through Jonathan Dollimore’s notion of “sexual dissidence” (1991), challenging
heteronormative sexuality, caste hierarchy and colonial legacies. It first outlines how sexual dissidence
intertwines the individual and public spheres, highlights deviations from the social body, and actively
reconfigures it by revealing the exclusions upon which it relies. Then, it examines how Revathi
reinterprets the experience of shame as a potent form of resistance and emancipation, articulating an
aesthetic of liberation that asserts the inherent political and resistant nature of precarious lives. These
lives, as performative embodiments of marginality (Butler 2015), expose the very fabric of the social
order through their visibility and vulnerability.
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Hijras and the persistence of colonialism in contemporary India

A. Revathi is a prominent transgender activist and writer based in Bangalore, India, closely
associated with Sangama, an NGO advocating for LGBTQI and sexual minority rights. She
has played a key role in amplifying transgender voices, particularly within the hijra/aravani
communities. Her debut book, Unarvum Uruvamum, was initially written in Tamil in 2004 and
later translated into English as Our Lives Our Words: Telling Aravani Lifestories (2011). Here,
Revathi chronicles the lives of many transgender people by paying special attention to the
aravanis, male-to-female transgender individuals, especially in Tamil Nadu, recounting their
stories of abuse and marginalisation in order to “refuse silence” (Revathi 2011, viii).

Similarly, her autobiography, The Truth About Me: A Hijra Life Story (2010), was originally
written in Tamil and later translated into English and published by Penguin. Like aravani, the
word hijra vaguely designates male-to-female transgenders, especially in North and Central

India. As Revathi explains in an interview, the decision to publish the work in English was
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influenced by her family’s inability to read English (Prabu 2014). However, following the book’s
success, Revathi decided to republish her autobiography in Tamil, seeking to share the primary
themes with local audiences, so that “larger changes can be achieved” (Revathi 2010, v).

The Truth About Me is the first account in English from a hijra perspective, which came
to inspire other transgender writers in a country where advancements in law coexist with
stigma, marginalisation and abuse. On January 4, 2015, for instance, Madhu Kinnar made
history as the first transgender person elected mayor in a small town in the central state of
Chhattisgarh. Kinnar’s election followed a landmark decision by India’s Supreme Court, which
had recognised transgender individuals as legally gender-neutral or part of a third gender just
nine months earlier. Four years after Kinnar’s election, on September 6, 2019, the Supreme
Court decriminalised homosexuality by abolishing Section 377 of the Indian Penal Code, which
was modelled on the Buggery Act (1533) and had historically been used to target marginalised
groups, including hijras.? Furthermore, ensuring rights for hijras has become a prominent part
of political discourse. In the 2024 general elections, the BJP proposed health insurance, while
the Congress Party committed to recognising same-sex unions.

However, despite these changes, hijras continue to experience multiple forms of
discrimination. Legal frameworks frequently homogenise transgender identities, overlooking
the differences in terms of class and cultural backgrounds that shape hijras’ realities. Many
hijras depend on alternative professions, such as performing blessings or engaging in sex
work, which do not align with the binary legal frameworks established by recent transgender
legislation. Consequently, these legal measures often fail to recognise hijras’ distinct social
status or to address their specific experiences of exclusion. As Anne Hardgrove observes, by
“aligning transgender rights with norms that implicitly demand assimilation into middle-class
respectability” (2024, 253), the law risks reinforcing hijras’ marginalisation rather than
alleviating it.

The multifaceted world of the hijras is also illustrated by its broad meaning. According to
Jennifer Ung Loh, the word “hijra” includes individuals “who embody a wide variety of
anatomical forms and perform a diverse number of gender and sexual practices and
orientations” (2014, 23). Before British colonisation, hijras were afforded considerable respect
in India for their role as “performers on auspicious occasions” (Nanda 1999, xix). Even today,
hijras offer blessings to newborn male children by dancing and singing. Additionally, they are
often invited to weddings to bless the couple as a symbol of fertility. As Serena Nanda argues
in Neither Man Nor Woman, these cultural expressions may differ based on local customs, but,
generally, the hijras “must be emasculated or intersexed, and the hijra dancers must be
dressed in women’s clothing” (1999, 5).

The importance of hijras is also tied to religious beliefs and mythological narratives. From

a religious perspective, their physical ambiguity positions them as both physical and spiritual
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intermediaries between the divine and humanity. In this respect, hijras are often associated
with Bahuchara Mata, a Hindu goddess revered for her fertility.> Moreover, their cultural
relevance is also reflected in literary works, particularly in the Ramayana and the Mahabharata,
where androgynous beings play crucial roles.* In the Ramayana, when the legendary hero
Rama is exiled, he prohibits men and women from accompanying him into the forest. Upon his
return, he discovers that the hijras, being neither men nor women, had remained where he had
delivered his address, demonstrating their unwavering devotion to their prince. As a result,
Rama bestowed upon the hijras the power to confer blessings on childbirths and marriages.
Similarly, the Mahabharata features recurrent transgender characters. The character of
Shikhandi, for instance, undergoes a transition from woman to transgender that enhances the
hero’s strength and establishes him as a valiant warrior. In more recent times, a notable
representation of hijras can be found in Arundhati Roy’s The Ministry of Utmost Happiness
(2017), where Anjum draws inspiration from the epic tradition of the Ramayana and the
Mahabharata. In Roy’s latest novel, Anjum becomes the leader of a community that exists
outside legal boundaries, creating “an alternative magic world dwelling in a surreal location”
(Monaco 2018, 61). By combining the myth of Mother India (Bharat Mata), with its rich set of
stories, traditions and legends, and fantasy tones based on Hindu epics, the novel evokes the
genre of Bharati Fantasy “through retellings, interpretation and inspired versions of the ideas
and characters present in the ‘original’ material” (Varughese 2017, 32).

These observations show how Revathi’s autobiography is a pioneering work in a country
grappling with contradictions. Moreover, in terms of generic conventions, while literary
representations portray the symbolic significance of hijras, memoirs and autobiographies
provide firsthand accounts of transgender experiences, encompassing themes of self-
affirmation, discrimination, and identity challenges. As Jessica Hinchy puts it, autobiographies
“not only illuminate broader social structures, power relations and sociocultural meanings, they
can also force a rethinking of these broader patterns” (2019, 139). By narrating their life stories,
authors disclose how broader structures, such as class, race, gender, colonial legacies, and
systemic oppression, have influenced their lives. Thus, autobiographical accounts delineate
the interplay between the personal and the political, illustrating how individual experiences
intersect with broader systems of power, while affirming the right to visibility. For example, I am
Vidya: A Transgender’s Journey (2007), written by transgender actress Living Smile Vidya,
portrays the protagonist’s daily challenges amid her physical and mental transformations. In
other cases, recollections of sexual discrimination are closely related to diasporic issues. This
is the case of Hijra (2024), the autobiography by Italo-Pakistani activist Saif ur Rehman Raja.
Written in Italian, the autobiography explores Rehman Raja’s experiences of dual
marginalisation as a South Asian migrant in Italy and as a homosexual, as he navigates his

search for identity across socio-cultural and sexual boundaries. On the whole, these
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autobiographical texts bring the relationship between the personal and the political to the fore,
illustrating how individual narratives play a role in wider struggles for recognition and visibility.

Starting from these premises, in this article, | argue that The Truth About Me challenges
the right to appear in a world marked by a sense of ambivalence rooted in colonial legacies.
Revathi’'s work operates “at the juncture of autobiographic, ethnographic, and testimonial
modes of truth telling” (Sequeira 2022, 452), thus articulating practices of civil resistance
beyond the chronicle of marginalisation and exclusion. Drawing on Jonathan Dollimore’s
concept of “sexual dissidence” (1991), | explore how the memoir interrogates heteronormative
sexuality, caste hierarchies, and colonial legacies. First, | argue that sexual dissidence links
the individual and public spheres by foregrounding deviations from the normative social body
and exposing the exclusions on which it depends. | then consider how Revathi reclaims shame
as a site of resistance and emancipation. By narrating both personal grief and the collective
experiences of abuse endured by hijras, The Truth About Me asserts the political force of
precarious lives, whose embodied visibility (Butler 2015) reveals the vulnerabilities of the social

order itself.

Sexual dissidence: a postcolonial perspective

Researchers in queer theory and postcolonial studies often investigate how the socio-cultural
legacies of empires influence discussions about sexuality. As already discussed, the abolition
of Section 377 in the Indian Penal Code illustrates that laws against homosexuality are part of
the British colonial legacy. In Out of Time: The Queer Politics of Postcoloniality (2020), Rahul
Rao argues that British society has historically displayed significant anxiety regarding the
colonial ambitions of local males in relation to Western masculinity. Rao notes that colonial
discourse “frequently imagined the colonies as opening up non-normative sexual possibilities
for desiring white male subjects” (Rao 2020, 8). Furthermore, the criminalisation of sodomy
contributed to a wider “biopolitical apparatus of colonial regulation” (8), motivated by concerns
such as prostitution, concubinage, the containment of venereal diseases, proper child-rearing
and household management, as well as population enhancement strategies, including
eugenics and selective sterilisation.® In this respect, sexuality became a major concern in
postcolonial studies due to its connections with “categories of gender, race and class, through
which it is constituted,” shaping “identities and meanings [that] are subject to material and
ideological change” (Meghani and Saeed 2019, 293).

In his seminal book, Sexual Dissidence: Augustine to Wilde, Freud to Foucault (1991),
British philosopher Jonathan Dollimore traces the history of sexual dissidence and perversion.
Perversion literally means to change direction, thus pointing to a deviation from the norm. In

Dollimore’s own words, perversion “takes us to the heart of a fierce dialectic between
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domination and deviation, law and desire, transgression and conformity (1991, 103).
Dissidence includes a wide range of deviations from the norm, including homosexuality. Based
on Freud’s idea that homosexuality is “the most important perversion of all” (174) for the
concerns it raises in various societies, Dollimore employs the concept of sexual dissidence as
both a political and critical instrument that destabilises unified and coherent identities. Sexual
dissidence functions as a challenge to normative structures by revealing the contingent nature
of what is considered natural or acceptable. By disrupting established assumptions regarding
sexuality, it concurrently questions entrenched hierarchies of gender, race, and class, thus
complicating and reconfiguring the conventional sexual order.

As previously noted, the roots of the hijra identity are linked to Hindu mythology. During
the British colonial era, the community emerged as a powerful force, contesting conventional
understandings of sexual orientations, while also disrupting the foundational concepts of
gender expression and social class affiliation. Before the first half of the 19th century, hijras
were tolerated; however, following the Indian Mutiny of 1857, when the British Crown took
direct control of the Indian subcontinent and dismantled the East India Company, hijras began
to face widespread criminalisation. Their presence became a social threat to Indian society
itself. In the aftermath of the Partition, the Criminal Tribes Act (1971) established the
classification of eunuchs to include a diverse spectrum of non-binary individuals, who were
subsequently registered by local authorities. As Hinchy remarks in Governing Gender and
Sexuality in Colonial India (2019), Western conceptualisations of the hijra menace were framed
“through a language of pollution and contagion—as a sort of disease” (Hinchy 2019, 46). Child
abduction, forced castrations, prostitution and a broader sense of filth and diseases permeated
the description of hijras. In this respect, local newspapers portrayed hijras as beggars and
unproductive members of society, often depicting them as vagrants who lingered near
residences and in marketplaces. Consequently, fears of contagion and moral disorder became
synonymous with anxieties surrounding sexual practices. Hijras were accused of showing their
bodies in public spaces and corrupting young men. For all these reasons, anti-hijra campaigns
developed in the country and a project of elimination was set forth. Castration was prohibited,
and the inheritance of property within these communities was disallowed, thereby depriving
hijras from lower socioeconomic backgrounds of viable means of survival.

Without a traditional family unit, hijras usually reside in communities, leading to the
creation of alternative kinship models that resist categorisation within a non-Indian framework
of representation. Their lived experiences illustrate what Dollimore describes as “the complex
dialectic between centres and margins, dominant and subordinate cultures, conformity and
deviance” (1991, 27). As Revathi herself underlines, sexual labels are constructs “from the
West, written by people sitting in air-conditioned rooms and typing on computers” (Prabu

2014). Read through this lens, The Truth About Me can be read as an archive of colonial
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resistance to forms of oppression and categorisation that exposes how sexuality is regulated
not only at the level of individual behaviour but also as a mechanism for organising collective
life. Revathi’s autobiography lends itself to a postcolonial realist reading, which combines the
individual and the public sphere. As Eli Park Sorensen asserts in Postcolonial Realism and the
Concept of the Political, postcolonial literatures uncover the collective imagination, or “social
body,” including those who have been “excluded, silenced, forgotten, or misrepresented”
(2021, 35). This interface between the individual and the social body—understood as the
ensemble of social relations, institutions, norms, and power structures through which a society
acknowledges, governs, and categorises its members—underscores the political role of literary
realism and prompts a reconsideration of the social body itself. In this light, Revathi’s
autobiography foregrounds the interplay between the private and the public, expanding our

understanding of hijra identities within the postcolonial social body.

A woman “trapped in a man's body”

In the preface to The Truth About Me, Revathi asks herself in what respect marginalised
individuals have access to rights “in the name of sex, sexuality, caste and religion” (2010, v).
To this end, Revathi’s autobiography contextualises her life within wider systems of exclusion
that govern notions of belonging and citizenship in India. By introducing the reader to “the lives
of hijras, their distinct culture, and their dreams and desires” (v), Revathi’'s memoir intertwines
personal experiences with a broader narrative of what it means to be a hijra in contemporary
India.

The autobiography is narrated in the first person and divided into twenty-nine chapters.
Although specific historical dates are absent, the narrative suggests that the events
commenced in the early 1980s during the narrator’s childhood. Né Doraisamy, the youngest
son in a lower-middle-class family of four children from a village in Namakkal taluk (Tamil Nadu,
south-east India), Revathi recounts her preference for playing with girls instead of boys and
her inclination to wear her mother’s clothing, feeling like a “woman trapped in a man’s body”
(15). As a child, Doraisamy used to work with his father and eldest brothers, who owned two
lorries for milk distribution, yet already displayed interests that diverged from typical masculine
behaviour, such as an appreciation for girls’ jewellery and hairstyles. During his adolescence,
Doraisamy meets a group of hijra and, subsequently, the guru assigns him the name Revathi,
based on perceived physical similarities to the Indian actress Revathi. After fleeing from her
family, Revathi integrates into the hijra community in Delhi, where she is adopted as a chela,
or elected daughter, by her guru, and becomes acquainted with the community’s customs. She
learns the typical salutation, paampaduthi, which involves bending and touching the feet of the

other hijras. She takes part in the jamaat, meetings where the elders of the community make
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important decisions. She is taught how to pray to Pothiraja Mata, another guise of Bahuchara
Mata, by breaking a coconut and lighting incense sticks. Furthermore, she begins begging in
the streets, becomes aware of the cultural meaning of hijras or poftais, as they are called in

Tamil. In one conversation, she reflects on the historical transformation of hijra roles:

we hijras are meant to do this and not other things. We ask money from shops, collect badaai... In the
old days, hijras waited upon queens and princesses. But today there are no queens; the rule of kings
and queens has given way to the rule of ministers. But this government has not given us other work to
do. In Indira Gandhi’s time—God bless her memory—they built houses for hijras and other poor people.
(43)

This passage outlines the various changes that have occurred over time. Initially, hijras
provided blessings, participated in ceremonies, and took part in social rituals. Subsequently,
with the decline of monarchies and the rise of modern governments, these traditional roles
have diminished, indicating a systemic failure to integrate hijras into societies. The practices
of receiving badaai (ceremonial gifts, typically given during weddings or births) and soliciting
money in public spaces are viewed not solely as cultural traditions but as necessities stemming
from the lack of viable alternatives. Additionally, the references to Indira Gandhi’s governments
(1966—-1977; 1980-1984) evoke a sense of nostalgia for a time when governmental initiatives
aimed to provide housing and dignity to marginalised groups, including hijras. These allusions
subtly critique the current administration for overlooking marginalised communities.

These observations illustrate the political dimension of The Truth About Me as Revathi’s
own self-quest is intertwined with socio-political transformations. In a country marked by
contradictions, significant socio-economic disparities and severe forms of discrimination, the
hijra communities act as a counterbalance to these inequalities. As Revathi gradually learns,
there are differences even within hijra communities across Indian states. However, on the

whole, the communities serve as places where differences of various sorts are erased:

Marginalized by mainstream society, denied a legal existence and dispossessed of their rights, hijras
turn to their community and its culture for comfort and for nurture. In the hijra community there is no high
or low—hijras do not observe caste or religious differences and there are hijras from both poor and rich
homes. (62)

Revathi’s realistic style combines her personal journey and the rituals that characterise hijra
communities. Her narrative highlights the historical social exclusion, legal invisibility, and
discrimination faced by hijras, which contributed to their limited access to essential rights,
including housing, employment, and healthcare. The primary means of sustenance for many
hijras often involves collecting money from businesses, passengers on trains, and individuals
at traffic signals, or engaging in sex work. In light of systemic exclusion, hijras seek safety,
identity, and affirmation within their own communities, which act as a chosen family and provide
social support, including emotional, cultural, and sometimes economic stability. Interestingly,
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the hijra community operates beyond the deeply rooted social stratifications of caste and
religion that still permeate India.

Hijras encounter not only social discrimination but also experience physical and
psychological abuse from their families. This is well illustrated in Revathi’'s autobiography.
Whenever she has problems with the various communities she enters, she often returns to her
home village seeking solidarity and understanding, only to be met with hostility. During her
initial return to her parents, her family compels her to shave and wear male clothing. Following
her nirvanam (sex change operation), she is instructed to stay at home, and when she begins
to befriend a young man, she faces public harassment from her brothers. These acts are
motivated by concerns over izzat, a concept denoting honour and social reputation that is
deeply embedded in South Asian patriarchal cultures. Closely tied to gender norms, izzat is
often mobilised to discipline non-normative bodies and desires, leading Revathi to meditate

upon the emotional impact of her family’s reactions:

If society scorns us, then we turn to our families, if we have a family. But if family scorns us, who do we
turn to? Is this why people like me do not stay in touch with their families? Could not God have created
me as a man or a woman? Why did He make me this way? Why is He savouring this spectacle that He
created? In a rage, hitting my head against the wall, | began to cry. (186)

In postcolonial cultures, shame is frequently utilised to enforce conformity, particularly in
relation to caste, gender, religion, and family. Shame is also a tool of discipline for women,
especially in matters about sexuality, dress, behaviour, or independence, and a mechanism to
silence dissent or non-normative expressions, including LGBTQ+ identities. From a literary
perspective, shame can also have “a powerful reconstructive or repairing effect” (Attwell et al.
2019, 26). In this respect, postcolonial literature, and especially autobiographic accounts, can
offer an opportunity for “deep reflection, re-orientation, and change” (21). As we shall see in
the following section, Revathi turns shame into a catalyst for self-definition, serving as a
response to marginalisation and cultural dislocation that facilitates a reaffirmation of the hijra

identity within the postcolonial social body.

From sexual dissidence to liberation

If feelings of shame and izzat pervade Revathi’s initial journey, a turning point in her story
occurs when she undergoes surgery and becomes a sex worker. Once she moves to Mumbai,
she enters a new community. In the Indian megalopolis, Revathi discovers her increasing
desire for a sexual relationship with a man, which ultimately leads her to engage with danda
(sex trade). First, she enters a danda kantra (houses devoted to sex workers) located near
one of Mumbai’s train stations. Then, she moves to Bangalore, where she joins a hamam (bath
house) and continues doing sex work in the streets, experiencing theft by rowdies and

harassment by policemen.
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By narrating her engagement with sex work in a country that criminalises non-normative
sexuality, Revathi shows the conditions under which some forms of precarious agency must
be negotiated. Her account exposes a structural ambiguity: sex labour is publicly disavowed,
with policemen beating hijras or extorting bribes to avoid arrest. At the same time, sex services
are sought after, even by the same policemen who torture hijras once they arrest them. In this
context, the body becomes a physical site of contestation: while hijras are socially recognised
for their blessings, which bring forth fertility and prosperity, they are prey to surveillance,
criminalisation and abuse. Violence and humiliation serve as illegal tools through which to re-
establish the hierarchy that the sexual encounter temporarily blurs. And yet, sex work remains
the main form of income for hijras, who are systematically excluded from other employments
that grant visibility within the social body of the nation, lacking what Revathi calls “a life of
dignity” (2010, 219). This implies that certain bodies, like the hijras’, are denied access to
visibility and are instead framed as a threat to the stability of the nation, while simultaneously
exploited. The broader political implications of this ambiguity suggest the existence of a
shadow economy that nourishes the visible social body, allowing authorities to maintain a
sense of moral superiority without dismantling exploitation. In an extensive monologue that
closes Chapter 20, Revathi reflects on the socio-political factors that shape her life and the

lives of hijras in contemporary India:

This world that exploits my youth and beauty does not know how to bring out the talent there is in me. If
I have to live in this world, I've got to adjust to its demands. So | live as | do. The situation is such that |
can only make a living thus. As far as | am concerned, it is society and law—indifferent as they are to
me—that have brought me to where | am today, where many of us are today. It is not so much that we
are abducted into sex work, rather we are the reasons for the very existence of sex work and that is no
exaggeration. Society and law not only think we are doing wrong, but are violent towards us. For the
sake of money, | have put aside my honour and have taken to the roads. I'm called a hooker. What
should the police be called then, they who use us and snatch money from us? (Revathi 2010, 220-221)

These words encapsulate the political meaning of Revathi’s personal journey, illustrating the
economic objectification of her body, since her occupation as a sex worker represents a form
of negotiation rather than genuine consent. This decision is influenced not by personal desire
but by socio-economic coercion. Additionally, Revathi challenges the prevailing narrative that
positions hijras and trans women as separate from the sex trade. She contends that systemic
marginalisation creates the conditions that perpetuate this phenomenon. Her concluding
question discloses the ethical inconsistency inherent in the national order: while the state
criminalises sex work under the guise of morality, it concurrently exploits the labour of the very
individuals it seeks to condemn. Thus, the law reinforces the boundaries of the social body by
rendering certain lives invisible.

And yet, Revathi’s words also highlight the contradictions within the hijra community.

Although hijras operate beyond dominant gender binaries, their communities present a
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hierarchical organisation based on seniority and norms of respectability that mirror the
heteronormative and patriarchal models imposed by the state. This mimicry perpetuates
internal divisions, simultaneously reinforcing the exclusions that hijras face externally. This
imitative mechanism is also evident in Revathi’s life as she seeks acceptance in Indian society,
with her family and in her home village, by presenting herself as a respectable middle-class
woman (Hinchy 2019, Hardgrove 2024). Her unfamiliarity with other labels, such as “gay” and
“homosexuality” (Revathi 2010, 239), which she dismisses since they do not align with her
cultural perspective, underscores a view based on heteronormative boundaries that rejects
non-hijra queer possibilities. Revathi encounters these words when she accidentally finds
herself in Sangama, an HIV/AIDS-related NGO in Bangalore. This new role enables her to
conduct interviews, deliver lessons at educational institutions, and publish articles in
newspapers. In essence, she is engaged in a collaborative initiative aimed at integrating
various forms of precarious existence, including “male and female homosexuals, dalit women,
child workers; and those working against dowry-related violence and communal violence”
(Revathi 2010, 244), as well as “Hindu-Muslim differences and conflicts” (242).

This collaborative work that brings together precarious lives across sexual, social and
religious spheres situates hijra struggles within wider forms of oppression, evoking what Judith
Butler calls “the right to appear as a coalitional framework” (Butler 2015, 27). In Notes Toward
a Performative Theory of Assembly, Butler expands Hannah Arendt’s notion of the “right to
appear” (50) within the public sphere. While Arendt posits that political life commences when
individuals convene and become visible to each other, Butler lays bare the unequal distribution
of visibility, particularly for individuals whose identities do not conform to conventional gender,
racial, or sexual classifications. Certain individuals, such as transgender people, are rendered
more precarious due to their invisibility, lack of recognition as grievable, or unintelligibility within
prevailing social structures. In this respect, Butler adds, public demonstrations and other forms
of public engagement embody “a minor performative disruption enacted by a kind of motion
that is at once a movement in that double sense, bodily and political” (138—-139).

Revathi’s activism assumes a performative significance. The gathering of marginalised
groups constitutes a claim to recognition. Moreover, the presence of hijras in public spaces
through sex work challenges the notion that such spaces are exclusively reserved for the state
or for individuals who conform to normative gender identities. These embodied presences
disrupt the regulation of visibility, revealing that public space is also organised by exclusion.

Revathi’'s collaboration with Sangama fosters new dimensions of collective awareness.
As Butler claims, bodies assembled in public serve as “a resource” and “links of solidarity”
(153) with political implications.® This political orientation also reminds us that some texts
gesture towards “collective questions or questions about the collective” (Sorensen 2021, 17),

seeking to disclose “the complex relations between individual and collective levels within the
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social body, the performative-representative ‘we’—precisely because this social body is not
(as yet) immersed within the frames of a consolidated normative reality” (17). Revathi’s
autobiography illustrates this interplay. Her account does not frame her struggle solely as an
individual experience; instead, it illuminates the instability inherent in what Sorensen calls the
collective “we.” By rendering her life visible through her involvement in activism, community
initiatives, and the precarious visibility of sexual dissidence, she uncovers a social structure
that both marginalises her and relies on her work. In this process, the narrative signals the
possibility of a redefined collective, where the notion of belonging is not static but instead

subject to change.

Conclusion

In The Truth About Me, Revathi offers more than a personal narrative. She articulates a deeply
political form of life writing that challenges the systems of gender, caste, and social exclusion,
which seek to render hijra lives invisible. Her autobiography becomes an act of resistance in a
world that attempts to silence and erase hijra subjectivities. This insistence on being seen,
heard, and recognised is a direct assertion of what Butler calls the right to appear, a demand
for visibility not only in public space, but within the sphere of human legibility and political
belonging.

Moreover, Revathi’s self-narration also reveals how sexual dissidence is enacted not
only through identity but through physical exposure. Her rejection of imposed masculinity by
law and family customs, her embrace of her hijra identity, and her demand for dignity all operate
as forms of disruption of gender binaries and heteronormative state structures. As she recalls,
“[e]ach time | was called by my male name, it was like being slapped” (Revathi 2010, 32). This
demonstrates that sexual dissidence operates both as a form of resistance and as a critique
of societal norms, thereby challenging established understandings of the social body that
depend on fixed classifications of gender, sexuality, and respectability. Revathi’'s narrative
serves not only as a call for inclusion but also as a critique of a postcolonial nation-state that
has inadequately addressed the realities of gender nonconforming individuals within its
conventional frameworks of modernity and development. The colonial legacy of criminalising
hijras under laws like Section 377 finds continuity in modern systems of caste, class, and
gender exclusion that Revathi’'s autobiography directly interrogates.

To conclude, The Truth About Me invites readers to examine the limitations of recognition
within the postcolonial nation-state, asserting that the experiences of hijras are not marginal
but integral to the considerations of modernity. Revathi converts her autobiographical narrative
into a significant political statement, revealing how systems of caste, gender, and legality
intersect to enforce the boundaries of humanity. By recounting her life in her own terms, she

not only reclaims agency over a body and an identity historically subjected to regulation but
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also disrupts the normative frameworks that dictate which lives are considered grievable,
visible, and deserving of belonging. Consequently, her work calls for a reimagining of social
and political communities that recognises sexual dissidence as a crucial site for critique,

resistance, and transformative potential.

Notes

1 Aravanis have a connection to both Mohini and Prince Aravan. Aravan, a warrior and a secondary
character in the Mahabharata, requested to be married to Lord Krishna before his mortal sacrifice.
Krishna, in his female incarnation as Mohini, granted this request, marrying Aravan, who died the
following day. In recognition of this sacrifice, transgender women commemorate this event, and the
Koovagam festival, celebrated annually in Tamil Nadu, honours this legend.

2 Passed during Henry VIII's government, the Buggery Act was the first law to criminalise homosexuality.
The first man to be executed was Walter Hungerford, an attendant in Henry VIII's household, who was
beheaded for the accusation of sodomy. In India, the law was introduced in 1864.

3 According to legends from Guijarat, where her worship began in the 14th century, the goddess was
threatened with assault by a bandit. In defiance, she severed her own breasts and cursed the man with
impotence, decreeing that he would live as a eunuch for seven lifetimes.

4 The Ramayana, as the title suggests, narrates the life of Rama, a divine prince who fights against the
demon king Ravana to rescue his wife. The poem, which contains about 24,000 verses, is considered
the oldest Hindu epic text, dating back to the 6th century B.C. Together with the Mahabharata, 4th
century B.C., it forms the core of the so-called Itihasa, the two major epic works of Hinduism written in
Sanskrit. The Mahabharata, comprising nearly 200,000 verses, has a complex plot that combines wars,
adventures, and philosophical meditations.

5 Mass sterilisation was one of the policies implemented during the Emergency period, which was the
state of emergency declared by then Indian Prime Minister Indira Gandhi from 1975 to 1977.

6 This collaborative political project is reflected in Revathi’'s second autobiography, A Life in Trans
Activism (2016). As Sequeira claims, this work is “less a sexual confession than a platform from which
she recounts the multiple life stories of Dalit and/or disabled transgender men” (2022, 471).
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