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ABSTRACT: In thinking with the problematics of sex work, this paper reconsiders commensuration as the
structuring relation between the rhetoric of liberal governance and the exercise of state-sanctioned power in
everyday life. Within debates on sex work, understanding the dissonance between the law’s rhetoric and the
ways laws are interpreted, ignored or violated on the street necessitates interrogating our reliance on gender
identity as binary, fixed, ahistorical, and ‘biological’. The ways in which recent debates on transgender law in In-
dia became sites for the reinstantiation of binary gender norms is a case in point. This reification of binary gender
is produced in tandem with racialization as a way of seeing. The difficulty of integrating cisgender men, trans-
women, and non-binary people as ‘sex workers’ within normative debates on sexual commerce in India points to
the ways in which binary gender identity is produced via a preoccupation with maintaining caste-based distinc-
tions. In other words, while we may recognize the processual nature of gender, race and caste, treating these as
examples of ‘difference in itself’ reifies binary gender via a stricter semblance of juridical recognition, and con-
comitant assumptions about the symmetry between the law and its enforcement. | identify these problems as
foundational to the prevailing epistemic conditions of discourses on transacted sex. Understanding the stakes of
binary gender within the project of juridical recognition offers critical tools for apprehending multiple crises of
governance that were exacerbated in the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Professor Shah is an Associate Professor, as well as being affiliated with the Depart-
ments of Anthropology and Afro-American Studies. She received her B.A. in Anthropolo-
gy from the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, her M.P.H. in International /
Health & Health Education from Emory University, and her Ph.D. in Sociomedical Scienc- 5
es, a joint program in Anthropology and Public Health, from Columbia University. Dr.
Shah is an anthropologist whose work is primarily ethnographic. Her research interests
include sexuality, urbanization, labor migration, materialism and nationalism in South
Asia. Her published work has critiqued juridicism and political economy as they relate to
migration, informal sector labor, sexuality, and gender identity. Theoretically, her work
engages with Marxist geography, via Lefebvrian critiques of the production of space,
queer and transgender cultural studies, postcolonialism, anthropological critiques of
‘worlding,’” affect, and sexuality assemblages as they pertain to temporality and post-nationalism.
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