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SYNOPSIS

Pakistan’s treatment of its transgender community, often referred to as Khwaja Siras, is
nothing short of paradoxical. Some view them to possess almost mystical like qualities,
so they are seen at weddings and celebrations, wishing upon the people good fortune. By
most, however, they are perceived as outcasts; so, they are retired to spending their lives
upon society’s peripheries - begging, dancing, and engaging in sex work to be able to pay
their dues - to be able to live. The past several years have given hope to the transgender
community in Pakistan: the government’s addition of a ‘third-gender’ option on the
national identification cards, inclusion in the census, and a beautiful transgender
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television anchor reading the news in front of millions of viewers. These victories,
though seemingly small, are a significant step in the right direction for a community that
still has a long, grueling battle ahead of it. There may be a cause for optimism, but
ostracization from society and routine discrimination are still commonplace.
Pardesan aims to be an accurate representation of the discrimination faced by members of
the Khwaja Sira community during their day-to-day lives. It is a documentation of an
up-close and personal view of the daily routines of its subjects, in an attempt to both,
humanize them by documenting their most mundane activities, while simultaneously
unmasking the lengths to which they have to go to survive due to the lack of
opportunities to earn a living or to gain an education. The film focuses on issues
surrounding their acceptance into the community and includes accounts from government
officials regarding the steps that have been taken and are being taken in favor of
improving transgender rights.
Pardesan follows the story of Bijli, an epitome of strong will, determination, and bravery,
and through her eyes, the story of all Khwaja Siras who are victims of society’s deep
rooted and unforgiving cruelty and prejudice. Despite being cast away from society’s
embrace, Bijli has dedicated her life to carrying with her, on her journey, all those who
are downtrodden and broken. A beacon of hope - against all odds - she holds up and
guards her fort with all her might. Revealing the grueling and harsh realities of Khwaja
Siras being shunned by their own families and having to find acceptance amongst their
tight-knit communities, Pardesan gauges both sides to this story: why a family would turn
away their own child, and the impact that has on the emotional and financial well-being
of the child.
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DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT
My name is Ameena Ayub, and ‘Pardesan,’ a short documentary offering a glance into
the lives of the ostracized transgender community of Pakistan, is my first film.
Growing up, while out and about in the comfort of my car, I would gaze out at traffic
lights, or while the car was parked at the market, and wonder, who these specific
individuals begging for money were. They didn’t seem like the usual beggars downtrodden and broken - they seemed alive, they seemed to exude energy, they were
bright and beautiful; their colorful clothes, sparkly bangles, and cheeky comments always
left me a little bit intrigued, a little bit in awe.
It didn’t make any sense to me when people would cautiously say, “Give them money;
otherwise, they will wish bad luck upon you.” That was the sort of thing that was
supposed to be restricted to evil creatures in fairy tales. As I grew older, those warnings
were replaced by, “Give them money, you will get sawab (get rewarded by God), these
are His people.” It was only much later that the reality of the situation dawned upon me. I
heard horror stories about how Khwaja Siras are turned out of their homes, how they
have no choice but to beg on the streets, how they are shunned by society, how they are
raped, and abused, and dehumanized ever so often.
I may not be the ideal candidate to tell their story, but it would be an honor to act as the
medium through which they might be able to convey their own story. A medium through
which they may make themselves heard. I would like for their story not only to be
acknowledged, but for it to spark enough of a desire amongst the audience to lend a hand
in the integration of Khwaja Siras into society and to use their privilege to further this
cause.
In today’s day and age, it simply does not make sense for an entire community to be
ostracized this way. Yes, steps are being taken, but perhaps only at the very top; there is
an endless chasm of hatred and bigotry to get past. And, the aim of this project is just
that: to spread awareness, to project members of the Khwaja Sira community in their
rawest, most vulnerable form to the world, to garner reactions and vitally, to ‘pop the
bubble.’
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PRODUCTION BACKGROUND
The concept for Pardesan came into being during the director’s sophomore year at Sarah
Lawrence College. Her class, Writing the Documentary, taught by Heather Winters, required
students to develop an idea that they would have liked to further dive into as their final projects
for the class. Confused between two topics dear to her, Ameena sought advice from her mentor
and teacher - Heather. The two decided that the concept behind Pardesan deemed it a film that
desperately needed to be put out into the world. During a time where, globally, people are
overcoming social taboos and giving voice to issues that have not - or could not - be talked
about, it simply does not make sense to let the alienation of the Khwaja Sira community
continue. Thus, both thought it necessary to put forth into the world a film that would work to
break any internalized biases and allow for people to open up their hearts and their minds to the
acceptance of the Khwaja Sira community. Ameena first heard of Bijli when she was in her teen
years. A rumor was going around Islamabad about Bijli’s demise. Soon, a video was posted to
Facebook with Bijli addressing these rumors and saying that she would not go anywhere without
first having attended everyone’s weddings. Bijli’s wit and warm nature were known and loved by
all. Thus, when Ameena first decided to approach Bijli, she was hopeful. Due to being in New
York for her semester, she contacted a friend back home and asked him if he would get her in
touch with Bijli. Soon after, Ameena sent Bijli a voice note on Whatsapp explaining to her the
film she had in mind and asking for her to be part of it, to which Bijli immediately agreed. After
a few voice notes back and forth, Ameena received a call from Bijli while she was sitting in her
Documentary Filmmaking class. Not wanting to miss the opportunity, she asked Heather if she
could take the call, and Heather, who was equally as excited, gave permission. During that call,
plans were made for Ameena to fly back home during the winter vacations to film Pardesan - and
Bijli agreed to spread the word amongst her friends so that they would have the opportunity to
tell their respective stories. Shortly after, lugging her equipment borrowed from Sarah
Lawrence’s filmmaking department, Ameena boarded her eighteen-hour flight back home. The
film was shot over two weeks and was indeed an effort where the filmmaker’s friends and family
got together, as a group of amateurs, to figure out what was to be done and form the crew for
Pardesan. Ameena insists that Bijli be named a co-director, for her role in the filming process
has been undeniable. From her suggestions as to what must be captured on camera, such as her
daily routine, to gathering her friends and ensuring them that they were in safe hands. The trust
that was established during the process would not have been possible had the subjects not seen
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Bijli as a pillar of strength and love. Flying back to New York with a hard disk full of raw
footage and no idea how to string it together, Ameena took an editing class with Brian Emery
and Heather Winters once again. Pardesan, slowly but surely, found its form and structure. It
could not have been what it is today without Lennon Nersesian’s expertise, who came aboard as
the post-production supervisor. Upon watching the finished product, Bijli shed tears and said she
was reminded of her mother. To witness her happiness has been a success for Pardesan in its own
right, and the hope is for it to open up the hearts and minds of all those whom it reaches.
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FILMMAKER BIOGRAPHIES

AMEENA AYUB - Director/ Producer/ Editor

Ameena Ayub is a first-time Pakistani director, and Pardesan is her debut film. Ameena grew up in
Islamabad, Pakistan, where she initially decided to pursue her undergraduate degree studying Law.
Looking up to the resilient women in her family, who had been beacons of strength, unwavering support,
and love for all those around them, Ameena too wanted to follow in her grandmother and great grand
mother’s footsteps and dedicate her life to raising her voice against injustices that occurred around her.
She soon realized that Law was not the appropriate vehicle to carry her forward in this journey, and thus,
she is now an undergraduate student at Sarah Lawrence, studying Documentary Filmmaking. Ameena
regards film as a necessary medium to help shed light on issues that have been kept in the dark, and in
turn, to fuel imperative dialogue towards fixing what may be broken. She believes that this is not possible
unless she is educated and informed about our world as is it, and as it once was, and she is thus combining
her major in film with minors in History and Politics. Ameena hopes to continue making films that touch
hearts, open up minds, and address pressing matters that plague society today.
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HEATHER WINTERS - Producer

Heather Winters is an American film producer, director, writer and two-time Sundance winning executive
producer. Heather executive produced Morgan Spurlock's Academy Award® nominated and
Sundance-winning documentary, Super Size Me, and Anthony Haney-Jardine's Sundance-winning
dramatic feature, Anywhere, u.s.a. Heather's films include Michelle Memran's, The Rest I Make Up (Best
Movies of 2018, The New Yorker), AJ Schnack's, Convention, (IFC/Sundance Selects), Class Act
(Morgan Spurlock Presents), Jim Killeen's Google Me, and her directorial debut, TWO: The Story of
Roman & Nyro about legendary songwriter and music producer Desmond Child's journey to parenthood.
Television credits include assistant director on MTV's Real World and writer, production staff, and
assistant to the producers credits on over 260 half-hour episodes of the network children's animated series
ThunderCats, SilverHawks, and The Comic Strip for the legendary animation production company
Rankin/Bass. As an Executive Producer and Director of Production for Sony Corporation, Heather
oversaw all productions and client management for Sony's Studio One. As a Creative Director, Producer,
Director and Writer, Heather has created more than 50 commercials and branded entertainment projects
for Fortune 500, 100 and 50 companies including SONY, VIACOM, HBO, TIME WARNER,
PARAMOUNT, BLOCKBUSTER, CADILLAC, and GE. Heather is producing partners with Grammy
winning and Emmy nominated songwriter-producer-hitmaker and 2008 Songwriters Hall of Fame
inductee, Desmond Child, on multiple film and television projects including Transcon (2021) about the
1990s boy band revolution.
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LENNON NERSESIAN - Post Production Supervisor

Lennon Nersesian is a writer, film editor, and producer. He is the editor of the award-winning 2014
documentary Two: The Story of Roman & Nyro about music legend Desmond Child’s 10-year journey to
parenthood (Best Documentary, ARPA International Film Festival and Best of Fest honors, Palm Springs
International Film Festival). He most recently produced the feature documentary, Catnip Nation (Best
Documentary; Hoboken International Film Festival, Big Apple Film Festival, and Kansas International
Film Festival). In addition to filmmaking, Lennon is a published author of four novels, THE GREEN
DOOR, ATOM, THE PALISADES, and DIARY OF A PICKY EATER. Lennon has written several
award-winning screenplays, including NATIONAL PASTIME, winner of the 2005 Expose It! Comedy
Screenwriting Competition and the teleplay ATOM, second rounder in the Sundance Episodic Story Lab
Competition and finalist at the Austin Film Festival Screenplay & Teleplay Competition.
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MAIN CREDITS

Directed by

Ameena Ayub

Produced by

Ameena Ayub
Heather Winters

Edited by

Ameena Ayub

Post Production Supervisor

Lennon Nersesian

Music by

Asif Hussain

Additional Footage

Flow Ink

Featuring

Bijli
Shireen Mazari
Aisha Mughal
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FILM FESTIVAL SCREENINGS

Cleveland International Film Festival (2021)

Leeds International Film Festival (2021)
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PUBLICITY STILLS
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