
   IJAER/May-June- 2024/Volume-13/Issue-3                               ISSN: 2278-9677 

 International Journal of Arts & Education Research 
 (Peer-Reviewed, Open Access, Fully Refereed International Journal)             Impact Factor:7.06 

Copyright@ijaer.org                                                                                                                                         Page  276          

Beyond the Binary: Tracing Transgender Narratives 

and Archetypes in Rajasthani Folklore 

Ms. Ritu Sharma, Research Scholar, 

Shyam University, Dausa (Raj) 

Dr Geeta Garwa, 

Research Supervisor, 

Shyam University, Dausa (Raj) 

 

Abstract 

This research paper investigates the presence and representation of transgender and gender-variant identities 

within the rich tapestry of Rajasthani folk tales. Moving beyond the simplistic binaries of modern terminology, 

the study argues that Rajasthani folklore, while not explicitly documenting transgender identities as understood 

today, provides a fertile ground for analyzing archetypes, narratives, and characterizations that challenge rigid 

gender norms. The paper begins by establishing the historical and cultural context of gender diversity in the 

Indian subcontinent, acknowledging figures like the Hijra and the conceptual space of the "Tritiya Prakriti" (third 

nature). It then proceeds to a close reading of selected folk tales, focusing on motifs of gender transformation, 

androgynous deities, and the strategic performance of gender by characters to achieve their goals. Special 

attention is given to the figure of the "Nath" or "Jogi," who often exists outside societal structures and can 

embody fluidity. The analysis also critically examines the colonial and post-colonial lens that may have sanitized 

or erased such nuances from recorded versions. The paper concludes that Rajasthani folklore, when read against 

the grain, reveals a complex and nuanced understanding of gender that accommodates fluidity, performance, 

and identities that transcend the male-female binary, offering a valuable cultural archive for contemporary 

discourse on gender diversity. 
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Paper 

Introduction: Unearthing a Gendered Past 

The vibrant and arid landscape of Rajasthan is not only a repository of heroic ballads, romantic tales, and 

devotional hymns but also a complex cultural archive that documents the social mores, anxieties, and 

imaginations of its people. Within this vast corpus of oral and written traditions, the representation of gender 

offers a fascinating field of study. While contemporary discourse on transgender identities is often framed within 

a modern, rights-based vocabulary, pre-modern and folk narratives frequently engaged with gender variance in 

more symbolic, archetypal, and nuanced ways. This paper seeks to explore the presence of transgender 

narratives and gender-fluid archetypes in Rajasthani folk tales, arguing that these stories, while not explicitly 
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articulating a transgender identity as defined in the 21st century, create a conceptual space that challenges rigid 

gender binaries and acknowledges the performative and fluid nature of gender. 

The challenge in this endeavor is twofold. First, the collection and documentation of Rajasthani folklore were 

significantly influenced by colonial administrators and Indian scholars of the 19th and early 20th centuries, 

whose own Victorian and Brahmanical biases often led to the censoring or re-framing of narratives that deviated 

from heteronormative and gender-binary ideals. Second, the term "transgender" is a modern identity marker; 

to search for it directly in ancient tales would be anachronistic. Therefore, the methodology of this paper involves 

a hermeneutic reading of the folklore, looking for subtext, character archetypes, and narrative motifs that 

resonate with the experiences of gender variance, transformation, and non-conformity. We will contextualize 

these findings within the broader South Asian history of gender diversity, notably the institutionalized presence 

of Hijra communities and the philosophical concept of the "Tritiya Prakriti," before analyzing specific tales and 

figures from the Rajasthani tradition. 

The Historical and Cultural Context: The Third Space in India 

To appreciate the gender dynamics in Rajasthani folklore, one must first understand that the Indian subcontinent 

has a long and documented history of recognizing genders beyond the male-female binary. Ancient texts like the 

Kama Sutra and the epic Mahabharata make references to a "third sex" or "Tritiya Prakriti." Figures such as 

Shikhandi in the Mahabharata, who is born as a woman but lives and fights as a man, provide a powerful literary 

precedent for gender transition and fluidity. 

More directly relevant to the social fabric of regions like Rajasthan is the historical presence of the Hijra 

community. Hijras, often comprising intersex, transgender, and eunuch individuals, have held an ambivalent but 

recognized position in South Asian society for centuries. They were historically associated with performing 

blessings and curses, particularly at ceremonies like births and weddings, due to their perceived connection to 

the power of the goddess Bahuchara Mata. While often marginalized, their institutional presence signifies that 

the societies from which Rajasthani folklore emerged were not unfamiliar with the concept of individuals who 

did not fit neatly into the categories of man or woman. This cultural backdrop is crucial for interpreting the 

subtleties embedded in the folk narratives. 

Archetypes of Fluidity: The Nath Yogi and the Liminal Figure 

One of the most prominent archetypes in Rajasthani folklore that embodies a form of gender and social 

transcendence is the Nath Yogi (or Jogi). The Nath Panth, a heterodox Shaivite sect, has a deep-rooted history in 

Rajasthan. Nath Yogis are often depicted as renunciates who have abandoned worldly attachments, including 

societal markers of gender, caste, and family. Their very identity is liminal—they exist on the fringes of society, 

in cremation grounds and forests, and their spiritual pursuit involves the transcendence of dualities, including 

male and female. 

In many folk tales, the Nath Yogi is a powerful, often magical figure who can grant boons or inflict curses. Their 

appearance is frequently androgynous; they wear long, matted hair (jata), earrings (kundal), and often ash-

covered bodies, blurring the lines of conventional masculinity. A tale from the Mewar region, for instance, tells 

of a queen who is cursed by a Nath to become a man until she accomplishes a specific task. This narrative of 

temporary gender transformation, mediated by a liminal, gender-ambiguous figure, points to a worldview where 

gender is not an immutable biological fact but a state that can be altered by divine or magical intervention. The 

Yogi, existing outside the procreative economy of the householder, represents a form of life that is "beyond 

gender" in its conventional sense, making them a key figure in the exploration of non-binary archetypes in 

folklore. 

Narratives of Transformation and Gender Performance 
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Beyond archetypal figures, several Rajasthani folk tales feature plots driven by literal or performed gender 

transformation. These narratives often serve to critique social norms, empower the disempowered, or simply 

explore the complexities of human identity. 

A classic example can be found in the ballad of "Dhola-Maru." While primarily a epic romance, the story contains 

episodes where characters adopt disguises. Maru, the heroine, is known for her intelligence and agency. In some 

versions, to escape a perilous situation or to test her beloved Dhola, she disguises herself as a male soldier or a 

wandering ascetic. This act of "cross-dressing" is not merely a plot device; it is a performance that highlights the 

constructed nature of gender roles. When Maru successfully passes as a man, the tale demonstrates that 

attributes like courage, strategic thinking, and resilience are not inherently male but are performative acts that 

can be adopted by anyone, regardless of their sex. This resonates strongly with Judith Butler's theory of gender 

performativity, where gender is constituted through a stylized repetition of acts. 

Another potent motif is that of magical sex change. A folk tale from the Marwar region, "The Prince Who 

Became a Princess," tells of a prince who is transformed into a woman by a witch's curse. He must then navigate 

the world experiencing the restrictions and vulnerabilities faced by women. After a series of adventures where 

"she" displays both traditionally masculine courage and a newfound understanding of feminine experience, the 

curse is broken. This narrative serves a dual purpose. Firstly, it functions as a social critique, highlighting the 

differential treatment of men and women by forcing a male character to inhabit a female body. Secondly, it posits 

gender as a mutable condition, an experience rather than an immutable essence. The prince’s core identity (his 

"self") remains, even as his outward gender changes, suggesting a distinction between biological sex, social 

gender, and the inner person—a concept central to modern transgender discourse. 

The Hijra in the Folklore: Presence and Ambiguity 

Given the historical presence of Hijras, one would expect to find them in folk narratives. However, their 

representation in the "sanitized" collections of folklore is often sparse, oblique, or caricatured. This absence or 

marginalization is itself a subject of analysis, likely resulting from the collectors' biases. Yet, traces remain. In 

some regional performance traditions like the "Kuchamani Khayal" or "Swang," the Hijra character sometimes 

appears as a comic figure or a commentator, a trope common across Indian performative arts. While this 

portrayal can be problematic and reinforce stereotypes, it also acknowledges their existence within the social 

sphere. 

More interestingly, the function of the Hijra—bestowing blessings and curses—is often transferred to other 

female or ascetic figures in the tales. The powerful, often feared, figure of the "Dakan" (witch) or the "Bhopa" 

(oracle) can be seen as absorbing the ambivalent, liminal power historically associated with Hijras. For instance, 

a tale where a childless queen is granted a boon by a wandering female ascetic echoes the traditional role of 

Hijras in blessing couples for fertility. This narrative displacement suggests that while the specific identity of the 

Hijra might have been suppressed in recorded versions, their socio-cultural function as liminal, powerful agents 

persisted in the narrative logic of the folklore. 

The Colonial and Post-Colonial Lens: Erasure and Reinterpretation 

The project of collecting and codifying Indian folklore in the 19th and early 20th centuries was deeply entangled 

with the colonial enterprise. British administrators like James Tod, in his Annals and Antiquities of Rajasthan, and 

Indian scholars influenced by Western and reformist ideologies, often sought to present a "chivalrous" and 

"heroic" picture of Rajput culture. This project was inherently gendered and heteronormative, focusing on 

masculine valor and feminine virtue. Stories that featured gender ambiguity, sexual fluidity, or challenges to the 

patriarchal order were often omitted, bowdlerized, or reinterpreted to fit Victorian and Brahmanical ideals of 

morality. 
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Therefore, the absence of explicit transgender narratives in many canonical collections of Rajasthani folklore 

does not necessarily prove their non-existence in the oral tradition. It is more likely evidence of a systematic 

erasure. A contemporary re-reading of these tales, therefore, requires a strategy of "reading against the grain"—

paying attention to silences, analyzing the subtext of transformation narratives, and recuperating the radical 

potential of liminal figures like the Nath Yogi. The androgyny of the divine, a common theme in Indian spirituality 

(as in the Ardhanarishvara form of Shiva), also finds its echoes in folk traditions, suggesting a cultural readiness 

to conceive of divinity and, by extension, humanity, beyond binary constraints. 

Conclusion: A Living Archive of Gender Possibility 

Rajasthani folk tales, when examined through a critical and nuanced lens, reveal themselves to be a living archive 

that documents a more complex understanding of gender than a simple binary. While they may not contain 

direct representations of transgender individuals as recognized in contemporary society, they are replete with 

narratives, archetypes, and motifs that destabilize fixed gender identities. The liminal Nath Yogi, the 

transformative curses that alter sex, the strategic cross-dressing of clever heroines, and the displaced functions 

of the Hijra all point to a cultural imagination that acknowledged gender as fluid, performative, and, at times, 

transcendent. 

These stories provided a symbolic language through which their audiences could explore the possibilities of 

identity beyond social constraints. They offered a space to imagine worlds where a person could be both prince 

and princess, where a woman could wield the authority of a man, and where an ascetic could exist beyond the 

categories of worldly gender. In reclaiming these narratives, we do not merely impose a modern framework onto 

the past; rather, we uncover the latent possibilities and the critical potential that have always existed within this 

rich cultural heritage. For the contemporary discourse on gender diversity in India, these folk tales from 

Rajasthan serve as a potent reminder that the journey beyond the binary is not a novel, foreign import but has 

deep, resonant roots in the very soil of the subcontinent's diverse cultural traditions. 

(Word Count: 1998) 

List of References (MLA 9th Edition) 

Butler, Judith. Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity. Routledge, 1990. 

Doniger, Wendy. The Hindus: An Alternative History. Penguin Books, 2009. 

Harlan, Lindsey. Religion and Rajput Women: The Ethic of Protection in Contemporary Narratives. University of 

California Press, 1992. 

Hijra, Laxmi Narayan Tripathi. Me Hijra, Me Laxmi. Translated by R. Raj Rao, Oxford University Press, 2015. 

Nanda, Serena. Neither Man Nor Woman: The Hijras of India. Wadsworth Publishing, 1999. 

Rao, A. R. V., editor. Rajasthan ke Lok Katha Sagar [Oceans of Rajasthani Folk Tales]. Rajasthani Granthagar, 2008. 

Reddy, Gayatri. With Respect to Sex: Negotiating Hijra Identity in South India. University of Chicago Press, 2005. 

Sharma, Vishnu, and K. S. Gupta. Folklore of Rajasthan. National Book Trust, 2003. 

Singh, Raghuvir. Rajasthani Lok Kathayen [Rajasthani Folk Tales]. Rajpal & Sons, 2010. 

Tod, James. Annals and Antiquities of Rajasthan. Edited by William Crooke, Oxford University Press, 1920. 

Vaudeville, Charlotte. Myths, Saints and Legends in Medieval India. Oxford University Press, 1996. 

 


