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edge them as a third gender. Thus, using an exploratory qualitative inquiry, the study sought to
understand how LR affected the lives of the third gender community in the Khulna district of
Bangladesh. Thirteen participants were selected following snowball sampling, and data were
collected using in-depth interviews and key informant interviews. In the domain of socio-cultural
dynamics, we found that the LR had enhanced the social participation of the third gender com-
munity and given them a sense of identity. On the contrary, within the domain of economic lives,
the LR has not been able to change their economic situation. Moreover, in the third domain, we
observed an improved situation for the third gender population in their right to vote and political
participation, but in accessing healthcare facilities, inheritance, and legal services, LR remained
unsatisfactory. The study recommends promoting acceptance and reducing social stigma towards
the third gender community through awareness campaigns, providing professional training
programs to enable their financial independence, and enacting laws to protect their rights in
Bangladesh.

1. Introduction

Hijra is a group of gender non-conforming people who do not identify with the ascribed binary gender categories (i.e., male and
female) in South Asia [1,2]. In Bangladesh, traditionally, a hijra is considered a person who is born with defective or missing genitals,
and is neither men or women [3]. However, some men become hijra through the process of castration who are viewed as sexually
impotent and incapable of procreation [2]. Hijra has traditionally been translated as ‘eunuch’ in English, which refers to castrated
males, or ‘hermaphrodite’, which refers to those with chromosome disorder, where the main issue is an abnormality of the male
genitalia [4]. On the contrary, the term ‘transgender’ is widely used to refer to those who challenge binary gender conceptions and
culturally dominant stereotyped roles and frequently live in the opposite gender role to their biological sex, either full-time or
part-time [5]. There is a sharp distinction between hijra and transgender, the former is defined as people with sexual disability by birth,
who because of bodily or genetic reasons cannot be categorized as male or female whereas the latter is defined as an individual who
lives as a gender that differs to their assigned sex at birth.

The hijra community in Bangladesh is one of Asia’s most disadvantaged and underprivileged populations, with minimal rights
[6-10]. However, Bangladesh officially acknowledged the hijra as a third gender in 2013, making them eligible for low-paying jobs and
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priority education [11,12]. On all official documents, including passports and national identification cards (NIDs), those who identify
as gender non-confirming can now choose to identify as a third gender rather than as male or female [3]. Even though they are
officially acknowledged as third gender, the term hijra is often used in Bangladeshi society to denote individuals who do not identify as
gender binary.

The hijra population in Bangladesh historically faces exclusion and discrimination at multiple levels in society [13] due to
socio-cultural norms and sexual orientation [14]. The historical marginalization and subjugation of hijra can be traced back to the
British colonial era, when the group was consistently criminalized and classified as ‘eunuch’, along with nonnormative, gender, and
sexual minorities [15]. The Criminal Tribes Act of 1871 declared hijra to be criminals, and incorporated the 377 acts that forbade
unnatural sex and used as a means of preventing sex between men and hijra [4,15]. Contemporary and postcolonial representations of
hijra continue colonial influence, with Bangladeshi people refusing to accept hijra presence and community interactions due to cultural
norms [3,16]. Besides, the current social system does not acknowledge hijra as human beings or accept them favorably, and they are
harshly excluded from social, cultural, educational, legal, and medical facilities because of their non-binary identities [3,14] The hijra
often experiences exclusion that begins within their homes and later evolves into isolation and ostracization in schools. Such expe-
rience often leads them to drop out of school, which makes them less likely to gain employment in the formal sector. In many cases, the
hijra tends to leave their homes due to the social stigma and condemnation of their life choices from family members [10]. Conse-
quently, they end up living in communities of hijra under a leader (Guru) who socializes them into their lifestyle [2].

The hijra population in Bangladesh ranges from 10,000 to 50,000 out of 160 million people [17] which accounts for only a fraction
of Bangladesh’s overall population, they have long been regarded as an isolated and backward community [14]. The hijra community
is marginalized in economic, social, and political life [3]. For an extended period, the hijra was also denied access to social institutions
and services, including education, housing, and primary healthcare [10]. They also experience inequality in their fundamental human
rights to justice and development [5,10]. In addition to societal prejudice, the hijra people regularly experience violence, oppression,
and abuse [10]. The hijra in Bangladesh is typically denied basic citizenship rights, including inheritance, property ownership,
employment, and medical care [10].

They also tend to live a miserable life with little to no access to healthcare, social security, or legal resources. Most of the hijra
cannot access healthcare services due to discrimination from the doctors and nurses [2]. However, they rarely visit government
healthcare centers due to such discrimination. They cannot even participate in cultural gatherings and religious festivals such as family
programs, weddings, and funerals [18]. Additionally, they are also unable to access legal rights and often face ill-treatment when filing
a grievance or discrimination case if they experience discrimination [2,3]. Similarly, they lack voting rights [18] and cannot partic-
ipate in national elections as they lack national identity cards and decision-making ability. Their opinion and ability to participate in
political spheres are disregarded by the general public [19].

Hijra in Bangladesh faces numerous social, cultural, economic, and political hurdles. Many have faced severe prejudice and
discrimination due to their sexual orientation [14]. However, awareness of gender-diverse communities is growing in developing
countries [20,21], and the government of Bangladesh is striving to achieve a country where every person, regardless of gender and
sexuality, can live a quality life with human rights, dignity, and social justice [22]. Bangladesh’s government is integrating the hijra
community into mainstream society by legally recognizing them as a third gender and incentivizing companies to employ them to
promote social inclusion [23]. In addition to LR, the ‘Livelihood Development Program for the Hijra Community in Bangladesh’ is also
a commendable initiative of the government, as it aims to provide education, training, and income-generating opportunities for young
hijra individuals while also ensuring social security for elderly members of the community [24].
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Existing research conducted on the lifestyles of the hijra [10], as well as their discrimination and social exclusion [14], and these
studies highlighted the period before the official recognition of the hijra. Most of the studies regarding the impact of legal recognition
on the lives of third gender people were conducted in other cities of Bangladesh, such as Dhaka, Chittagong, Mymensingh, Nar-
ayanganj, and Rajshahi [2,22,25] but no study has been found to carry out on the impact of LR on the lives of the third gender
community in Khulna district of Bangladesh. Additionally, the study is significant for the inclusion of the third gender in mainstream
society’s all spheres of life, including social, economic, political, legal, and healthcare sectors, in Bangladesh to achieve United Nations
Sustainable Development Goal 10, which calls for the reduction of inequalities by 2030. Therefore, considering these research gaps the
present study intends to explore to what extent the socio-cultural, economic, political, healthcare, and legal aspects of the lives of the
third gender community have changed by their official recognition.

1.1. Theoretical framework

We followed the Social Exclusion Knowledge Network (SEKN) model developed by Popay, Escorel [26] to understand the impact of
LR on the lives of the third gender in Khulna district of Bangladesh (Fig. 1). Th mode states that social exclusion is caused by unequal
power dynamics that operate in four interconnected dimensions: social, political, economic, and cultural. These dimensions operate at
different levels, including individual, household, group, community, country, and global. The application of the SEKN model clarifies
the diverse experiences that third gender people have following their legal recognition. According to Levitas, Pantazis [27], social
exclusion is a multifaceted term that includes being denied access to resources, services, and rights as well as being unable to engage in
relationships and social activities that the majority of individuals in society may participate in.

Social aspects in exclusion comprises of restricted or no access to services such as education, health, legal and social services which
develop from disrupted social safeguards and cohesion often embedded in kinship, family, neighbour, and community. In addition,
cultural aspects of exclusion include confinement of individual or groups norms, behaviours, practices, and lifestyle. Depriving citizens
of their rights and limiting their participation in laws, constitutions and decision-making are political dimensions of exclusion. Barriers
to employment and prospects for a living, such as poor income, housing, land, or working conditions is referred to as economic aspects
of exclusion. Focusing on the shifts in power dynamics within the SEKN model’s four dimensions helps to demonstrate how legal
recognition affects the lives of the third gender.

2. Materials and methods
2.1. Research design and study settings

The study was exploratory and tried to explore the impact of LR on the lives of the third gender community in Khulna City Cor-
poration of Bangladesh. A qualitative approach was undertaken for the study because it provided a detailed understanding of the lives
of the third gender community and how their lives had been changed after their LR by talking directly with people, going to their places
of abode, and allowing them to tell their stories [28]. We selected Khulna City Corporation under Khulna district as the area of study
because there is no evident literature that has upheld the state of affairs of the third gender community after their LR in this area. The
study was conducted following two qualitative research methods, including in-depth interviews (IDIs) and key informant interviews
(KIIs). The IDIs method is primarily used to obtain a sense of how individuals view their situation and what their experiences have been
around the research topic under consideration [29]. On the other hand, KIIs were carried out with participants who had working
experience of at least five years with the third gender and their multidimensional perspectives on this issue might help to formulate
further policy implications.

2.2. Participants and sampling

To attain the study objectives, some attributes regarding participants for IDIs and KlIs were made. For IDIs, the attributes
considered in selecting the participants were: i) Participants who identified them as hijra (Those who are neither male nor female by
birth and the castrated men); ii) Participants had to be between 18 and 60 years of age; iii) Transgender people will not be included in
this study; and iv) Participants had to reside in the study area for more than 5 consecutive years. Besides, for KlIs, the criteria
considered in selecting the participants were: i) Participants had to be working with or in the hijra community for 5 years, particularly
in Khulna district. To conduct the study, snowball sampling (chain-referral sampling) was used to collect data from the hijra com-
munity residing in Khulna City Corporation. Snowball sampling is employed because the investigated population is ‘hidden’ due to the
low number of potential participants or the sensitivity of the topic [30]. According to the Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics [31], the total
population of the hijra residing in Khulna City is 109. Moreover, considering the sensitivity of the themes within the topic, the
researcher felt it was convenient to use snowball sampling. We collected data from 13 participants in the study area, and it is evident
from previous studies that sample size is not important for qualitative research but the depth of the information [32,33].

2.3. Data collection
Data were collected through face-to-face interviews by SS from October to November 2022 by following semi-structured interview

schedules. The semi-structured interview questions focused on their experiences regarding access to work, healthcare, and legal
services, their participation in social events and politics or political activities. In addition, open-ended questions were asked to assess
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their experiences regarding the changes in their political, legal, healthcare, social, and cultural lives after their LR as third gender.
Moreover, data were collected with the assistance of Rural and Urban Poor’s Partner for Social Advancement (RUPSA), a non-
governmental organization working with the hijra community in Khulna. The researchers were able to communicate with three
different leaders (Guru Ma is the head of a hijra community in a specific area) of the hijra community who further introduced the
researcher to other participants. Before data collection, the researcher discusses the objectives of the study and obtains informed verbal
consent from the participants. During the interviews, the researcher employed both notetaking and audio recording as data collection
tools. The interviews were conducted in Bengali, considering the native language of the participants and their understanding as well as
to ensure the greater accuracy of the information. Permission was obtained from Guruma before data collection, and she was present
during the data collection period. Besides, the KIIs were carried out at the participants’ respective workplaces due to their convenience.
Upon conducting the ninth interview, it seemed that the investigation had reached a point of saturation. As a result, data collection was
halted after the thirteen interviews. In qualitative research, the sample size is not as crucial for making generalizations; rather, the
depth of the data is more important [33]. Each interview took on average 25-30 min. None of the contacted participants refused to
drop out of the interview.

2.4. Data analysis

The interviews were recorded with the verbal consent of the participants. These were later transcribed verbatim into English, and
the transcription was done in Microsoft Word 2016. The transcriptions were not returned to the participants for any feedback. The
researcher used qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS), NVivo 12. The transcribed files were uploaded in Nvivo 12 before
commencing coding. While analyzing the data, the researcher gave priority to exploring the text’s meaning because a proper analysis
requires developing the meanings of the interviews, highlighting the perspectives of the research participants, and providing new
perspectives from the researchers [34]. Due to the high flexibility of interviews, the researcher used thematic analysis with narratives
to identify and interpret the patterns (themes) within the data [35]. Relevant text from the participants was coded into different nodes,
which were aggregated to form a theme. NVivo 12 software generated thirteen themes under three domains. In addition, three figures
(Figs. 2-4) highlight the coding tree for the major themes identified from IDIs and KIIs. Codes relate to socio-cultural dynamics,
economic lives, and inclusivity in accessing basic rights. For each root code, subordinate child codes elaborate the description. All the
root and child codes were generated by using computer-assisted (or aided) qualitative data analysis software (CAQDAS), NVivo 12. The
researchers kept possession of all the verbatim transcriptions and audio recordings, which were stored in computer files.
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3. Results
3.1. Personal profile of the participants

Ten participants who were identified as third gender participated in IDI, and their ages ranged from 28 to 45 years (Table 1). Of the
ten, eight of them were Muslims, and two followed the Sanatan (Hinduism is treated as Sanatan) religion. Regarding education, half of
them had a primary level of education, and half of them had a secondary level of education. All of them are involved in Badhai as their
occupation. On the other hand, three participants were selected as KII participants, and their average age was 42 years. The partic-
ipants were selected to offer valuable insights from multiple viewpoints. The KII participants were a government employee, an
academician, and the executive director of a local NGO. All of the participants have been directly involved with working with or in the
third gender community in Khulna City.

3.2. Socio-cultural dynamics of the third gender after LR

3.2.1. Establishing a sense of identity

All the participants (N = 10) of IDI have mentioned that the LR of the third gender has permitted them to make a national
identification card (NID), allowing them to have a sense of identity. In addition, they felt more accepted and were able to express who
they were as individuals because of the LR. Regarding this, a participant specified that

“We have an identity now. Wherever we go now, we can say that we have our own identity. In the past, we could not talk too
much about our identity, but now we can do that easily. There is no need to keep our heads down anymore. We achieved the
recognition of our society. We can proudly say that we are the citizens of our country.” (IDI Participant 6)

Participants mentioned that the LR has influenced people’s attitudes toward the third gender community to some extent. Previ-
ously, people in society viewed the community negatively. Regarding the change in perception and increased interaction, a participant
mentioned that-
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“Before 2013, people believed that socializing with hijra was embarrassing. People began to have a more positive attitude
toward the hijra community after 2013, and especially after 2019. This did not happen suddenly; rather, it took time. Now, the
acceptance of the hijra is increasing in all areas of life. If a hijra goes somewhere, she will not come empty-handed. Before 2013,
the situation was worse.” (IDI Participant 9)

3.2.2. Improved participation in social spaces

Since the LR of the third gender, the community has enjoyed a sense of freedom and participation in public gatherings. The
community had limited freedom within society because they did not subscribe to the traditional binary gender identity. The IDI
participants stated that since the LR, they can participate in religious ceremonies such as Eid and Durga Puja, cultural ceremonies such
as Pahela Baisakh, and social gatherings such as weddings, national events, and programs. A participant commented on this matter:
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Table 1
Profile of the participants.

Total Sample @ = 19

Third Gender (Hijra) 10
Government Employee
An Academician 1
Executive Director of a NGO
Age
Range 28-55 years
<30 years 6
>30 years 7
Gender
Male 2
Female
Third Gender 10
Religion
Islam 10
Sanatan
Education
Primary 5
Secondary 5
Tertiary 3

“Yes, I attend these programs. We celebrate Eid like other people, and those who are of the Sanatan religion among us also
celebrate their puja. We do not face any problems regarding these social and religious functions.” (IDI Participant 6)

3.2.3. Prejudice attached to a perplexing identity

The participants have responded positively towards the improvement in social participation and garnering a sense of identity after
the LR. However, the participants still have to deal with the prejudice and taboo associated with the word ‘hijra’ by which they are
commonly known. Furthermore, the notion of perplexing identity is a loophole in LR that needs amendment. Most of the participants in
IDI and KII (N = 7) voiced the issue of prejudice associated with their gender identity. One of the participants stated that

“People say, ‘Look, a hijra has come here.” This stigma associated with the hijra word follows the person throughout her life. It
cannot be removed. This problem can only be solved if people’s perspectives shift.” (IDI Participant 7)

3.2.4. Disapproval, rejection, and abuse

Since childhood, the third gender community has faced disapproval, rejection, and abuse because of their gender identity. They
often experience disapproval and abuse from their neighbors and school, and they fail to garner family support. The prejudicial
perception of the general mass has not been dismissed, despite the LR. Most of the IDI participants (N = 9) have stated that they were
rejected by their families due to their gender identity and have not been able to properly reconnect with them yet. A participant voiced
their opinion regarding this matter with regret:

“I came here because the people of society condemned me. Also, my family did not approve of it. Even though a family wants to
accept the gender identity of a child, due to several social factors, they cannot do so. At one point, the family encourages the
child to go to a different place to live.” (IDI Participant 7)

3.3. Economic lives of the third gender after LR

3.3.1. Badhai: the only profession

Badhai is the traditional profession of the hijra community, which includes songs, prayers, dance at weddings, births, and other
heteronormative celebrations. Those who adopt the hijra life partake in engaging in badhai, which is their sole profession. All the IDI
participants (N = 10) are engaged in badhai. The concept of badhai can be more clearly understood through a participant’s response.
She mentions that

“I am doing ‘badhai’ which is the main job for our hijra group. We celebrate births, weddings, and many other social programs
and collect money from these events. It is called ‘badhai’ in our language.” (IDI Participant 6)

The third gender community tends to hold a strong perception of apathy and inferiority towards working in the formal sector,
which has been highlighted in a participant’s statement:

“When they come to the hijra community under the Guru Ma, they are made to think differently. The hijras do not want to enter
the mainstream because they have mentally programmed themselves to believe that the main task of the hijras is to engage in
Badhai and nothing else.” (IDI Participant 9)
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However, the lack of employment opportunities in the formal sector for the hijra community and their unacceptability and
exclusion from mainstream society, has kept the third gender community rooted in engaging in the stereotyped occupation known as
badhai.

3.3.2. Hostile working environment

All participants engage in badhai, which requires interacting with the people in society, and nearly all the participants in IDI (N = 9)
of the third gender community have reported a hostile working environment. They also noted that criticism and negative attitudes
from the public are an everyday phenomenon in their daily working lives. One participant voiced her opinion:

“Most of the people are rude to us and do not want us to enter their homes. They shout at us, act mean, and try to drive us away.
One day I went to a house where a newborn baby was present. They rudely told us to go away and that they would not give us
any money. Furthermore, they said, ‘The government is there for you people.” ‘It will look after you.” Afterward, they shut the
door and would not open it. We came back without getting a chance to hold the baby.”(IDI Participant 4)

3.4. Willingness to work but denied

The LR acknowledges the hijra community as a separate gender (third gender) along with which comes their right to work. Despite
their willingness, they are barred from entering the formal sector due to the general public’s unacceptability of their inclusion and little
to no employment opportunities. Most of the participants (N = 7) in the third gender community expressed their desire to work.
However, no employment opportunities and their unacceptability and exclusion from the formal sector have kept them rooted in
engaging in badhai. One of the participants in IDI states that

“Yes, [ want to live my life like the rest of the general population. I want to live my life and work with my head held high. ButIdo
not have anyone to assist me. I think it would be better if I could leave all this behind and do something else. I wish that people
knew me not because of being a hijra, but rather because of my work.” (IDI Participant 3)

Two participants have also mentioned that they have worked for a short period in the formal sector. However, they were subjected
to discrimination and harassment. Despite their determination, in the end, they were excluded from the formal sector. Regarding this, a
participant articulated her experience:

“Yes, I did work in the formal sector. [ worked at an electronics showroom that sold refrigerators, air conditioners, and tele-
visions. The coworkers were against my staying there. They said, ‘You are a hijra.” ‘You are incapable of handling these tasks.’
After two days of work, they told me, ‘There is no need for you to be here. You may go. You do not have to work here. This place
is not for you.” There are no options for us to be involved in any other work as hijra. Society has created those barriers for us.”
(IDI Participant 4)

3.5. Inclusivity in accessing basic rights of the third gender after LR

3.5.1. Right to vote with one’s identity

All the participants (N = 10) of the third gender community held a national identity card and mentioned that they did not face any
difficulty in voting in national and local elections and were able to cast their votes for their candidate of choice. A participant provided
her statement regarding this issue:

“No, I did not face any problems. I was able to vote like the rest of the people by standing in a line, waiting for my turn, and
casting my vote. I chose, selected my candidate, and gave my vote accordingly.” (IDI Participant 5)

The LR has provided the third gender community with the right to exercise their right to vote with their own identity, from which
they were previously barred.

3.5.2. The case of inheritance and property

The third gender community often faces exclusion from their family inheritance and cannot purchase any assets because of their
poor economic condition. Most of the participants (N = 6) in the third gender community expressed that they do not have any inherited
property or assets. One of them indicated that she was excluded from it and could be subjected to acts of violence if she attempted to
claim her inheritance. She remarked,

“I do not have any headaches to claim it. I am hijra. If I go to claim it, I might get murdered by my brothers. They are goons.
When I understood that I would be harmed if I asked for my property, I lost hope. They have grabbed it and are enjoying it.” (IDI
Participant 2)

In Bangladesh, the inheritance law recognizes only two genders, male and female, and does not recognize the rights of third gender
people to inherit property. Furthermore, there is no specific law regarding inheritance among hijra in Bangladesh. However, Article 42
of the Constitution of Bangladesh guarantees the property right, which includes the right to inherit property. Moreover, some par-
ticipants (N = 4) mentioned that they have been able to inherit some sort of property from their parents. One participant also
mentioned that she was able to buy some assets from the money in her inheritance. The LR of the hijra is a positive step toward
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improving their inheritance rights. The neighboring country of Pakistan passed the Transgender Persons (Protection of Rights) Act in
2018 [36], and in the following year, India also passed the Transgender Persons (Protection of Rights) Act [37] to recognize the rights
of transgender individuals, including inheritance rights. However, in Bangladesh, some hijra people can access their inheritance
property rights according to the constitution, but no specific law has been passed yet. As a result, some hijra people often face
discrimination when it comes to inheriting property due to societal stigmatization and a lack of legal protection.

3.5.3. Polarized experiences in accessing healthcare services

Most of the participants have reported severe incidents of negligence, avoidance, ill-treatment, and verbal and sexual abuse they
encountered when accessing healthcare services. They also encountered stigma attached to their identity and narrated that their
identity was a prime reason for encountering such discriminatory healthcare services. One participant narrated her experience:

“I went to visit a doctor in a government hospital in Khulna. Upon going there, they refused to give me a ticket. They were telling
me to show my identity card. I showed them, and they told me to wait. I kept waiting, but they were not allowing me because a
hijra had come. After that, the doctor did not see me properly. He just asked a few questions, prescribed some medicines, and
told me to go hurriedly. This is what they do. When we go to any hospital, they tell us that a hijra has come and do not allow us
to enter. We do not get healthcare services like the rest of the general population.” (IDI Participant 1)

3.5.4. A hopeful prospect for political participation

The majority of participants (N = 7) of the third gender community have stated that they attend political rallies, meetings, and
seminars. They have not faced any discrimination participating in political meetings. However, they only participate but cannot voice
out their demands at these events. In addition, none of them participated in national or local-level politics. A participant in IDI outlined
her opinion:

“What is the benefit of legal recognition? Are we able to be vocal about our issues? There are no people who represent us in the
parliament. The members of parliament are only vocal about their issues. If there was a representative from our community in
the parliament, then our issues would be addressed. Now, there are people of the third gender community who are becoming
chairman, vice-chairman, and members. Are these not our attainments?” (IDI Participant 9)

3.5.5. Debilitated access to police and legal services

The third gender community is often barred from accessing police and legal services. Most of the participants (N = 5) have stated
that they have faced incidents of neglect, prejudice, avoidance, and discrimination while accessing police help. They expressed that the
police do not want to file complaints and pay any heed to the problems of the third gender community. Furthermore, they are also
mocked and taunted by the police officers. A participant narrated such an experience:

“If we go to the police for anything, they do not pay heed to it. Now, there is a police helpline where you can dial 999 and seek
the help of a police officer. So, when we call, they do not understand that we are hijra upon listening to our voice. But when they
come and see that the hijra has called, they just give us false hopes, saying we will look into the matter. They pay no attention to
our harassment complaints and do not take our matters seriously.”(IDI Participant 2)

3.5.6. Fragile scenario of government interventions

Despite the LR, the government has failed to ensure basic rights for the third gender community in Bangladesh. A participant in KII
mentioned that the government is providing a special allowance for the people of the third gender community, providing stipends for
school-going third gender members, and providing them training to make them self-sufficient and develop skills that foster their
income-earning capacity. Except for these, the government has not introduced any programs aiming to serve the necessities, such as
education, accommodation, and healthcare. One of the key informants stated that-

“I think if you talk about giving the hijra an identity and providing them with a national identity card and the right to vote. Then
you can say that the legal recognition of the third gender has benefited that community. However, issues about their health,
property, employment, family, banking, education, etc. are some of the areas where legal recognition has not been able to make
that much of an impact.” (KII Participant 2)

4. Discussion

The hijra community in Bangladesh has historically been the most marginalized, neglected, and vulnerable sexual minority group
and suffers from extreme economic, social, cultural, and political exclusion [14]. However, the Cabinet of Bangladesh issued a gazette
in November 2013, permitting gender non-confirming individuals to identify as ‘third gender’ instead of male or female on all official
forms, passports, and national identification cards (NIDs) [3]. The present study attempted to assess the impact of LR on the lives of the
third gender, particularly their socio-cultural dynamics, economic lives, and inclusivity in accessing basic rights after their LR in the
context of Khulna City of Bangladesh.

Regarding socio-cultural dynamics, we found that the LR permitted the third gender community to establish a sense of identity and
enhanced their participation in social spheres, which is inconsistent with the findings of previous studies [18,19] which stated that the
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third gender community was unable to attend social and cultural events such as family gatherings, weddings, funerals, and cultural and
religious festivals. Such disparities might be explained by a handful of people’s acceptance of this community, their rising involvement
in public spheres, and, to some extent, a change in the wider public’s mindset.

We also found that the third gender community still had to endure social stigma and taboo associated with being a member of that
community despite their improved participation, which was also reported in another study conducted in Bangladesh [9]. This might be
illustrated by prejudiced socio-cultural norms as a major factor in their discrimination and stigmatization [14]. Furthermore, the
findings of the present study depict that the third gender members have been castrated from their families and still have not been able
to reconnect with them even after their official recognition. This finding is congruent with the previous studies conducted in India [13]
and Bangladesh [19]. They also leave their family willingly because of their family welfare and their condemnation by society [38].

Regarding the economic lives of the third gender, along with previous studies, we found that all the third gender people engaged in
their traditional, informal job, ‘Badhai’ [2,10]. Lack of education, skills, and employment opportunities, and the general people’s
unacceptability were the prime hindrances in this pursuit [2,14]. Findings revealed that the participants held a strong apathy and sense
of inferiority in working in formal job sectors due to their negative experiences and perceptions, which is aligned with a previous study
[39]. Furthermore, Jebin and Farhana [38] also mentioned that the general public does not appreciate a third gender person working
with them. Prejudice, taboo, and stigma attached to the hijra identity are possible reasons for their disregard by the public, which need
further investigation.

Regarding inclusivity in accessing basic rights, we found that all participants were able to participate in voting at national and local
elections without undergoing any discrimination, which is inconsistent with the findings of previous studies [18,19] that found the
third gender community faced exclusion from participating in voting. These discrepancies might be attributed to the legal recognition
of the third gender, which increased their attainment of voting rights. Consistent with the findings of a prior study [22], we also found
that the third gender community reported that their economic rights to inheritance and property were violated. This could be
explained by the exclusion of the third gender from the family inheritance and poor economic conditions [14,19,38].

Consistent with the existing literature, we found that the third gender community faced discrimination in accessing healthcare
services, which came in the form of mistreatment, verbal and sexual abuse, rejection, neglect, and avoidance [2,40,41]. Regarding
access to police and legal services, we found that the hijra faces severe instances of discrimination while accessing police services,
which was also reported by Jebin and Farhana [38] that third gender people do not receive any police support due to fear and
harassment from the police. The study also highlighted the scenario of the government’s frail intervention in ensuring necessities for
the third gender community such as employment, healthcare, education, and accommodation, even after a decade of LR, which has
been highlighted in multiple studies [2,19,38,39,42].

4.1. Strengths and limitations

Our study on the impact of legal recognition on the third gender community has some strengths and limitations. We conducted the
first exploratory qualitative study in Khulna City, enabling us to gain a deeper understanding of the participants’ experiences.
Furthermore, we collected data through face-to-face interviews, which enhanced the accuracy and clarity of the participants’ per-
ceptions. However, we acknowledge that our study’s scope is limited to the qualitative experiences of a small group of hijra in one city
in Bangladesh, and our findings cannot be generalized for the third gender community nationally. Our study’s cross-sectional nature
may also limit the causal inferences and recall bias may have influenced our findings due to self-reported data. Lastly, our qualitative
approach has its limitations, and we suggest further research using a triangulation of both qualitative and quantitative research with a
representative sample at the national level to better understand the situation of the third gender community after their legal
recognition.

5. Conclusion and recommendation

The study aimed to investigate the impact of legal recognition on the lives of the third gender community in the Khulna district of
Bangladesh. It was found that the legal recognition provided them with a sense of identity and increased their social participation.
However, their economic lives remained unaffected as they continued to face discrimination in their regular professions. While there
has been progress in third gender’s ability to vote and participate in politics, however, conditions in relation to inheritance, healthcare,
and legal services have not improved after LR. Since they have encountered instances of violence, negligence, avoidance, exclusion,
and discrimination while accessing inheritance, legal, and healthcare services. To address this issue, the study recommends imple-
menting local awareness campaigns to promote acceptance and reduce social stigma toward the third gender community. Further-
more, professional training programs should be provided to help them achieve financial independence. Besides, the government
should enact laws for the protection of the rights of the third gender community to achieve the United Nations Sustainable Devel-
opment Goal 10, which aims to reduce inequalities by 2030 in Bangladesh.
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