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Abstract

This study critically examines the nuanced representation of transgender
performativity in Anosh Irani's The Parcel (2017), with particular emphasis on
the lived experiences of transgender individuals within the context of Indian
society. Utilizing the framework of performativity theory, the research analyses
how gender identity is distorted through social constructions and the implications
of such distortions for individuals whose gender identities do not conform to
societal norms. The narrative predominantly focuses on Madhu, a transgender
woman who works as a sex worker and serves as a mentor to young girls within
the confines of a brothel. Through the character of Madhu, Irani elucidates the
tension between social impositions and personal self-definition within the
transgender community. This paper posits that Madhu's identity is intricately
shaped by social and cultural constructions, employing Judith Butler's theory of
performativity to interpret Madhu's life as a gender performance. This analysis
deconstructs conventional notions of gender identity, expression, and behaviour.
Furthermore, the study underscores the critical importance of acceptance and
understanding of transgender and non-conforming gender identities, inviting
readers to reconsider gender as a deeply internalized sense of self rather than a
socially constructed categorization.

Keywords:Performativity, Gender fluidity, Gender identity, Social Construction,
Non-conforming gender.
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Introduction

The term "unmasking gender" serves as a metaphorical concept used to
describe how gender is often concealed beneath layers of societal expectations,
norms, and external influences, which obscure its inherent fluidity and complicate
the understanding of gender identity. Unmasking gender highlights the social
construction of gender and challenges prevailing assumptions about it. According
to Merriam-Webster, "unmasking" is "to reveal the true nature of or to remove a
mask from." In this context, unmasking enables identifying and expressing one's
authentic gender identity, moving beyond rigid binary categories such as male
and female. This study employs the term "unmask™ specifically to refer to
transgender and gender non-conforming individuals, urging them to shed the
societal mask imposed upon them to reveal a gender identity that more accurately
reflects their internal sense of self.

Before delving into the analysis of authentic gender identity, it is crucial
to distinguish between the concepts of gender and sex, as they are not
synonymous. Gender pertains to an individual's identity, expression, and
behaviour, while sex is tied to biological factors such as reproductive anatomy
and chromosomes. However, an understanding of both gender and sex alone does
not fully encompass the complexities of transgender identity. "Transgender" is an
umbrella term that refers to individuals whose gender identity does not align with
the sex assigned to them at birth. To better understand the transgender
community, it is essential to familiarize oneself with several key terms, including
Non-Binary, Gender Fluid, Agender, Two-Spirit, Transgender Woman (MTF),
Transgender Man (FTM), Transitioning, Social Transition, Queer, Drag
Queen/King, Intersex, Transsexuals, Transvestite, and Cross-Dresser. These
terms collectively help articulate the diverse experiences and identities within the
transgender community.

Secondly, understanding the social construction of gender is essential for
accepting and acknowledging transgender identities within society. In India, there
exists a strong societal inclination to affirm gender in a rigid manner, which
consequently punishes individuals who do not conform to traditional gender
norms. As Varsha Sharma and Arun Kumar Poonia (2023) highlight in their
article, "Indian society, firstly, holds heteronormativity as the standard for both
men and women. Any deviation from this norm is penalized, and those who
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embrace homosexuality are perceived as deviant and abnormal.” Thus, society
tends to view gender in a binary framework, where transgender individuals and
those with non-conforming gender identities face punishment through
marginalization, lack of recognition, and exclusion from the mainstream.

According to Sibsankar Mal, "Hijras are physiological males who have a
feminine gender identity, adopt feminine gender roles, and wear women's
clothing. They do not conform to conventional notions of male or female gender
but combine or move between them" (Agrawal, 1997). Transgender individuals
are often viewed by society as monstrous or inhuman, primarily because their
gender identity does not align with the sex assigned at birth, which places them
outside traditional gender norms. Even if these individuals undergo sex
reassignment surgery or hormonal treatments, society continues to perceive them
as less than human. Susan Stryker, a transgender theorist and a transgender
woman, articulates this sentiment by stating, "Because most people have great
difficulty recognizing the humanity of another person if they cannot recognize
that person's gender, the gender-changing person can evoke in others a primordial
fear of monstrosity, or loss of humanness™ (Transgender History, p. 6).
Literature review

Bidisha Maji, in Coming out of the Closet: A Study of Marginalisation
and Identity Formation of a Marginalised Sex in Anosh Irani's The Parcel,
critically examines the psychological harm experienced by Madhu, a transgender
character in Anosh Irani's The Parcel. Maji highlights the central theme of self-
acceptance through the frameworks of queer theory, intersectionality, and
postcolonial theory. Furthermore, Maji explores Irani's narrative style,
particularly in interrogating society's underclass, and provides a theoretical
framework for understanding Irani's portrayal of Madhu's psychological
development.

Kavita Kumari, in The Exiled Sex: Centring the Marginalised in Anosh
Irani's The Parcel, provides a critical analysis of the exclusion of transgender
individuals. Kumari elaborates on Irani's portrayal of the underclass in Indian
society, highlighting the struggles faced by the transgender community within the
novel. Through her analysis, Kumari emerges as a strong advocate for
recognizing transgender existence in mainstream society. Additionally, she
explores the social construction of gender and the oppression faced by
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marginalized communities, mapping how these dynamics shape the lives of
transgender individuals.

Koyel Chanda, in Indeterminate Bodies: The Politics of Exclusion in
Anosh Irani's The Parcel, offers a critical analysis of the existence of the gender
binary and explores the suffering experienced by transgender individuals,
including ridicule, violence, and exploitation by mainstream society. Chanda also
explains key terminology related to transgender identities. Drawing from the
novel, Chanda affirms that the body encompasses multiple or evolving identities
throughout one's lifetime, suggesting that changes are inevitable and no fixed or
immutable entity exists. Therefore, gender is defined by how individuals express,
behave, and project themselves, rather than adhering to a rigid, unchanging
classification.

Himalaya Dattatraya Aiwale, in The Emerging Hidden Culture in the
Light of Anosh Irani's The Parcel, examines sex work and sex trafficking in India,
shedding light on the complex cultural and social dynamics of Indian society.
Aiwale emphasizes issues of gender identity, humiliation, and the survival of the
transgender community through the character of Madhu in the novel. He argues
that Irani's portrayal highlights the struggles of the underclass, particularly
transgender individuals, who navigate these harsh societal realities.

Neelofar Shafi, Peerzada Owais Adil, and Prachi Priyanka, in At the
Intersection of Queerness, Disease, and Tropics: Walking the Streets of Anosh
Irani's "'The Parcel', offer a critical analysis of queerness and disease within the
transgender community. Their study examines themes of illness within the
tropical setting, drawing on Elizabeth Outka's work to analyze disease and Erving
Goffman's theories to explore stigma in the queer tropics. The research
specifically focuses on the tropical area of Kamathipura and the challenges faced
by the transgender community there. Additionally, the study opens up avenues
for literary discussions on queerness and health in Indian society, providing a
deeper understanding of the obstacles encountered by marginalized groups.
Discussion

Irani's The Parcel reveals the life of a transgender woman living in
Mumbai's red-light district. The central character, Madhu, was born male and
experiences deep pain and humiliation due to her gender identity. At the age of
fourteen, she is abandoned by her parents for expressing a feminine identity,
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which further exacerbates her struggle with self-acceptance. The rejection from
her parents creates a profound sense of confusion and fear about her identity,
being born male yet expressing herself as female. Throughout her childhood,
Madhu's parents failed to acknowledge her gender identity, leading to her being
a source of shame and humiliation for them. As Madhu reflects,

"They named their boy Madhu. A name so gloriously unisex, | slipped in

and out of its skin until |1 was fourteen. But then, in one fine stroke, that

thing between my legs was relieved of its duties. With the knife | hold in
my hand right now, | became a eunuch. Perhaps my parents had smelled
the strangeness in the air when | was born, the stench of the pain and

humiliation to follow." (TP 1&2).

Irani has highlighted the struggles of individuals with non-conforming
gender identities in Indian society. Further, Madhu reflects:

"I am indeed a migrant, a wanderer. For almost three decades, | have

floated through the city's red-light district like a ghost," she says,

describing how exclusion and exile are inevitable aspects of the hijra

experience (IP 2).

India, as a developing country, remains deeply entrenched in gender
stereotypes, which further complicates the lives of transgender individuals.
Although there is the Transgender Protection Act and various welfare schemes in
place, transgender individuals continue to be excluded from mainstream society.
Despite these legal protections and initiatives aimed at their well-being, they still
face widespread rejection and lack of acceptance, mainly due to societal
ignorance about their gender identity. This ongoing social exclusion and
alienation cause significant confusion about their sense of self, leading many
transgender individuals to seek acceptance and recognition in alternative spaces.
This process of isolation contributes to emotional distress, depression, and, in
some cases, suicidal thoughts.

The exclusion of transgender individuals from mainstream society results
in a lack of access to education, employment opportunities, healthcare, and the
necessities required for survival. Without education, stable employment, or
access to fundamental resources, many transgender individuals are left with few
options but to beg at traffic signals or work as sex workers to survive. As Madhu
reflects on the lives of those living in the red-light district:
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"Most of the prostitutes had been tricked into landing here, some came

on purpose, but everyone got lost in its black hole of existence. It slowly

stripped away the past until you were reduced to a nameless, past-less

creature unable to find a way out” (TP 23).

However, the brothel was the only place Madhu could find acceptance.
Irani further writes,

"Madhu understood. Even Madhu had her chocolates- the things that

reminded her of home, of people she had loved or had made the mistake

of trusting. No matter where people were or what they were doing, their

chocolates had a way of taking them back.” (TP 55)

The lack of understanding of transgender identity has a profound impact
on the lives of transgender individuals. These individuals often bear the weight
of internal, institutional, and systemic exclusion due to their gender, which
negatively affects their physical and emotional well-being. According to Judith
Butler, gender should be understood and affirmed through an individual's
performance. Butler argues that gender is an internal sense of being, whether
male, female, or both, and is not fixed but fluid. Regarding performativity, Butler
asserts that "gender is the stylized repetition of acts through time," meaning that
gender is formed through the repeated stylization of actions. This repetition
involves performing gender over time, and these repeated expressions,
behaviours, and identities collectively shape and create an individual's gender.
Conclusion

Through The Parcel, Anosh Irani provides a profound and nuanced
portrayal of transgender individuals, challenging societal gender norms. By
analyzing the novel through the lens of performativity theory, this research
highlights how Irani deconstructs the binary notions of gender, presenting
transgender characters as multifaceted individuals who confront and navigate the
complexities of their identities in a hostile environment. Madhu's journey in the
novel, characterized by rejection, survival, and self-determination, serves as a
testament to the resilience of transgender individuals and their ability to reclaim
their identities in the face of oppressive societal forces.

Applying performativity theory to The Parcel uncovers the novel's
profound engagement with gender performativity, societal exclusion, and the
fight for self-determination. Irani's depiction of transgender lives prompts readers
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to reevaluate their assumptions about gender and sexuality, advocating for a more
inclusive and compassionate understanding of gender fluidity. In this regard, the
Parcel functions as a work of fiction and a critical tool in promoting awareness
and fostering understanding in the ongoing struggle for transgender rights and
recognition.
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