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This article examines the role of digital communication in reshaping the social perception 
and public articulation of Nupi Manbi (trans women) identities in contemporary Manipur. 
Employing a qualitative and interpretive research design—combining questionnaires, 
semi‑structured interviews, and observational data—the study investigates how online 
platforms mediate the expression, negotiation, and circulation of gendered subjectivities. The 
findings demonstrate that digital spaces substantially enhance the visibility and socio‑economic 
participation of Nupi Manbi, enabling new modes of self‑representation, community formation, 
and livelihood generation, particularly within beauty, fashion, and digital content economies. 
At the same time, the analysis reveals persistent ambivalence: while digital platforms broaden 
public awareness, deeply rooted cultural norms continue to shape uneven patterns of recognition 
and acceptance. The prevalence of online harassment, trolling, and hostile commentary further 
underscores the vulnerabilities that accompany digital visibility for marginalized gender 
identities. Overall, the study argues that digital platforms constitute a critical arena in which 
Nupi Manbi identities are increasingly produced, contested, and made intelligible, illuminating 
the complex interplay between emergent digital cultures and enduring socio‑cultural expectations 
in Manipur.

Introduction
Transgender is an umbrella term for people whose gender identity and behavior do not conform to 

those typically associated with the sex assigned to them at birth. According to the 2011 Census, India 
has an estimated 4.88 lakh (488,000) transgender individuals, including both transgender women (male 
to female – 84.6%) and transgender men (female to male – 14.4%), with a higher representation of 
MTF transgenders. Transgender men, or trans men, are individuals assigned female at birth but who 
identify as men. Transgender women, or trans women, are individuals assigned male at birth but who 
identify as women. India’s trans women community has a long history, dating back to ancient civilization. 
Indian law recognizes transgender individuals as a third gender. The Transgender Persons (Protection 
of Rights) Act, 2019, defines a transgender person as anyone whose expressed gender does not match 
the gender assigned at birth, including trans men or women (whether or not they have undergone sex 
reassignment surgery, hormone therapy, laser therapy, or other therapy), persons with intersex variations, 
genderqueer individuals, and those with socio-cultural identities such as Kinners, Hijras, Aravani, 
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Kothis, and Jogappas. Transgender individuals were granted the right to self-identify under the 2014 
NALSA judgment. The Transgender Persons (Protection of Rights) Act, 2019, provides a legal framework 
for this, allowing individuals to obtain a transgender certificate. However, a recent amendment to the 
Transgender Bill removes the right to self-identify and limits recognition to those defined by physical or 
biological traits, requiring state-mandated medical certification by medical boards.

The state of Manipur also has a significant number of indigenous transgender people. Indigenous 
trans women are locally known as “Nupi Manbi,” which literally means “looking like a girl/woman.” In 
early and medieval Manipur, these gender-variant individuals were called “Pheitas” or “Pheidas.” They 
were employed in the administration of the Meitei kings to perform various tasks, such as guarding 
quarters and dispensing justice among the royal women. They were also believed to possess supernatural 
divine powers and often served as shamans or Maibis in the ritual of Lai Haraoba. After the seven years 
of devastation of Manipur by the Burmese, the decline of traditional kingship also led to the decline of 
the Pheitas, thus removing gender plurality from the mainstream.

From early and medieval times to the present, trans women or Nupi Manbi have played an important 
role in society. They have been central to shaping Manipur’s historical, cultural, economic, and artistic 
heritage. The contributions of the Nupi Manbi, the trans women of Manipur, in the fields of arts, music, 
dance, fashion, and beauty are immense.

Nupi Manbi of Manipur identify as women. They observe, learn, and live as women, possess feminine 
qualities, and seek acceptance as women and as social beings with equal roles to those of other women in 
society. In recent years, society has become more supportive and welcoming toward the gender identity of 
the Nupi Manbi. Despite this, the Nupi Manbi community has not achieved sufficient social acceptance 
within the patriarchal Meitei society. Trans women in Manipur face significant challenges rooted in both 
familial and societal attitudes, which contribute to their marginalization and exclusion. Many report 
experiencing discrimination, ridicule, and hostility within their communities, along with instances of 
police harassment, particularly when returning home late from work. Social isolation is further intensified 
by their declining participation in cultural and ceremonial events, such as weddings and traditional rituals, 
largely due to their inability or unwillingness to conform to prescribed gender norms, especially regarding 
dress codes. Within the family, trans women often face substantial pressure to adhere to heteronormative 
expectations, including coercion into heterosexual marriages and enforced changes in gender expression. 
Resistance to these demands frequently results in rejection, as well as emotional and physical abuse from 
their families and society. Collectively, these experiences of discrimination, exclusion, and lack of familial 
support contribute to psychological distress, diminished self-worth, and, in some cases, substance use as 
a coping mechanism for emotional pain. Bullying, stigma, and discrimination are pervasive challenges 
in the lives of trans women in Manipur, particularly during their formative school years. Many report 
persistent teasing, ridicule, and social exclusion by peers, which adversely affect their self-esteem, sense 
of belonging, and academic performance, often resulting in school dropout. Institutional norms further 
intensify this distress; for instance, dress code regulations requiring female adolescent students to wear 
the fanek, a traditional female garment of the Meitei community, create conflict for trans women, who 
may identify with feminine expression but are compelled by societal and familial pressures to conform to 
male attire. This enforced misalignment between identity and expression contributes to feelings of shame, 
psychological distress, and diminished educational engagement. In professional settings, similar patterns 
of discrimination persist, as trans women frequently encounter prejudice from colleagues and employers 
due to their nonconformity to normative gender expectations. Such experiences can lead to absenteeism, 
reduced job performance, and even job loss, while the ongoing stress of workplace marginalization 
undermines emotional well-being and limits full participation. Consequently, fear of mistreatment fosters 
disengagement, reinforcing cycles of underachievement and restricted opportunities. Furthermore, the 
exclusion of the indigenous transgender identities of Nupi Manbi and Nupa Manba of Manipur from the 
Transgender Amendment Bill 2026 indicates the social exclusion and marginalization they face in society.
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Methodology
This study uses a qualitative, interpretive research design to examine how gender identity is negotiated 

within digital spaces and how social perceptions of Nupi Manbi are shaped in Manipur. Primary data 
were collected through digital questionnaires, in-depth interviews, and participant observation. A 
structured questionnaire was created using Google Forms and distributed to individuals actively engaged 
with social media platforms. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with members of the Nupi 
Manbi community to document their lived experiences, especially their engagement with and navigation 
of digital platforms. Data were analyzed using a thick description approach, focusing on common themes 
and patterns across survey responses, interviews, and observations. The findings were compared across 
these sources to ensure consistency and depth. This approach demonstrates that digital spaces are not 
only tools for communication but also important arenas where gender identity is expressed and shaped. 
By combining online data with field-based insights, the study offers a clearer understanding of how digital 
engagement relates to changing social perceptions of Nupi Manbi in Manipur.

Results & Discussion
The findings show how people understand the role of digital platforms in the lives of the Nupi Manbi 

community. Many respondents explained that social media has made it easier for Nupi Manbi to share 
their experiences, express their identity, and connect with a wider audience. Some also noted that digital 
platforms help reduce feelings of isolation by fostering a sense of community and support. The responses 
indicate that the Nupi Manbi community has long held an important and established position in the 
beauty and fashion industry in Manipur. Many participants noted that trans women have been actively 
involved in this industry for several decades, contributing in areas such as bridal makeup, film makeup, 
and designing outfits for fashion shows and public events. This demonstrates that their role in this field 
is not recent but has developed over a long period and become an integral part of the local economy. 
Their skills and work are widely recognized within the industry, and they continue to play a key role in 
maintaining and shaping it. With the growth of digital technologies, their work has expanded further in 
recent years. Social media platforms such as Instagram, Facebook, YouTube, and Twitter are now used 
by many community members to share their work, promote their services, and reach a wider audience 
beyond their immediate surroundings. By posting photos, videos, and tutorials related to makeup, 
beauty, and fashion, they can showcase their skills and attract clients. This has helped them move from 
local recognition to a broader digital presence. In this way, digital platforms have supported the growth 
of their economic activities and allowed them to build independent sources of income.

Along with economic promotion and visibility, many trans women use digital spaces to create 
awareness and engage in advocacy. As a marginalized group, community members use social media to 
share their experiences, highlight everyday challenges, and reach a wider audience. Through posts, videos, 
and discussions, they raise awareness about gender identity and encourage more inclusive attitudes. These 
platforms also support other transgender individuals, especially those living in more isolated conditions, 
by providing connection and representation. Additionally, some use digital media to raise concerns about 
social inequalities and call for greater recognition, including urging the government to implement policies 
that protect their rights. In this way, digital spaces serve not only as tools for personal and economic use 
but also as platforms for advocacy and collective expression.

The widespread use of digital media among younger people has influenced how gender identity is 
understood and discussed. Younger generations are more exposed to diverse ideas about gender through 
online content, including videos, discussions, and personal stories shared on social media. As a result, 
they tend to have a better understanding of transgender identities than older generations. The sharing of 
opinions, experiences, and information in digital spaces has contributed to a gradual shift in awareness. 
While this change is not complete, it shows that digital platforms play a role in shaping how people think 
about gender in everyday life.
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In addition, several respondents noted that digital visibility has helped create a level of social 
recognition for the Nupi Manbi community. When their work in beauty and fashion is shared online, 
it is often appreciated by viewers, contributing to a sense of acceptance in certain contexts. This visibility 
allows them to present themselves not only through their gender identity but also through their skills and 
professional achievements. In this way, digital platforms support both identity expression and economic 
participation simultaneously. The responses also indicate that this acceptance is not consistent across all 
areas of life. While individuals may receive positive feedback for their work online, this does not always 
translate to full acceptance in social or institutional settings. A gap remains between recognition in digital 
spaces and acceptance in everyday social life. Overall, the findings suggest that digital transformation plays 
an important role in supporting the economic activities, visibility, and awareness efforts of the Nupi Manbi 
community, while also contributing to changing perceptions among younger generations. However, these 
changes are gradual and continue to be shaped by existing social and cultural conditions in Manipur.

The responses also show that these benefits are not experienced equally by everyone. Several 
participants mentioned that online platforms can also become spaces where disrespectful behavior 
occurs. Comments, jokes, or criticism directed at transgender individuals were seen as common, affecting 
how safe these spaces feel. Another clear point is that awareness through digital media does not always 
lead to real change in everyday life. While people may appear more accepting online, respondents felt 
that in families and local communities, attitudes are still influenced by long-standing beliefs and social 
expectations.

A similar pattern appears in the way online reactions shape public understanding of events. The 
Transgender Persons (Protection of Rights) Amendment Bill 2026 has been heavily criticized and 
opposed by various transgender communities across the country. The trans community of Manipur also 
raised their voices and opposed the bill, holding protests in opposition. However, instead of focusing on 
the concerns raised by the protesters, many online responses criticized the form of protest itself. Some 
users made negative comments, questioned the seriousness of the demonstration, and in some cases, 
made disrespectful remarks about the community. As a result, the main issue of the protest received less 
attention, with many openly rejecting the gender identities of the trans community in digital spaces.

This suggests that people are still in the process of understanding gender identity, and confusion or 
lack of knowledge remains. It shows that awareness is increasing, but it is not yet complete or evenly 
distributed. Overall, the findings from the responses suggest that digital platforms are creating new 
opportunities for visibility and connection, but they also reflect existing social attitudes.
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