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  Abstract 

In the South Asian region, particularly in Bangladesh, a third gender category 
popularly known as Hijra exists. Their existence lies in a paradox: the symbolic 
inclusion as the legally recognized third gender, alongside the social and system-
atic exclusion from all sides of the social sphere. This paper takes a qualitative 
theory-driven approach to explain the mechanism that drives the seclusion of 
hijra individuals from mainstream society. Drawing on secondary data such as 
academic journal articles, NGO reports, media reports, and government policies, 
the paper engages with three sociological theories- the theory of “tightness & 
looseness” by Michele Gelfand, “doing gender” by West and Zimmerman, and 
“outsider- within position” by Patricia Hills Collins. Together, the theoretical 
analysis sheds light on how Bangladesh, being a ‘tight culture,’ fosters strong re-
inforcement of binary gender norms, which results in the seclusion of hijra indi-
viduals. Within the hijra community, gendered performances and rituals illus-
trate the acts of agency, resilience, and means of survival. Moreover, legal recog-
nition as a third gender solidifies marginalized status and pushes the hijra indi-
viduals into an “outsider-within” position without full institutional inclusion. 
The analysis concludes that the symbolic inclusion as a third gender is insuffi-
cient to include hijra individuals in the mainstream. Rather, inclusive, sociologi-
cally informed policy intervention, increased social awareness, and reimagina-
tion of gender inclusivity beyond the rigid gender boundaries are needed to cre-
ate meaningful inclusion.  
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1. Introduction  

In South Asia, particularly in Bangladesh, India, and Pakistan, the term 'hijra' connotes a particular group of people who 
do not conform to the mainstream gender binary. The word "hijra" originates from the Arabic word “hijr,” which means 
“to leave one's tribe.” This etymological term signifies the social and physical departure of hijra individuals from main-
stream society and relocation to a communal living space known as the “dera.” While the term is widely translated into 
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the Western concept of “transgender,” it holds a distinct meaning in the South Asian context. According to Mount (2020), 
hijra are male-born individuals who were forced to leave their families during their teenage years and joined a separate 
community to work and live in communal living spaces with others who are “like them.” Often rejected by family mem-
bers and society, these individuals left their families at a young age and joined the “dera” to live under a structured com-
munal system. Sociological scholars such as Stenqvist and Chakrapani have described hijra as gender non-conformist, as 
individuals who were ‘not men’ and preferred to have sex with men, and who conformed to a different set of cross-gender 
dynamics (Chakrapani, 2010; Stenqvist, 2015). The lack of societal recognition secluded the hijra individuals and other-
ized them into an abyss. This seclusion created an otherized space that prevented them from getting an education, 
healthcare, employment, and other social opportunities that binary-gendered individuals had access to.  
 
In Bangladesh, the hijra community represents a socially recognized yet systematically marginalized third-gender group, 
who, despite having the legal recognition of “third gender” status, continue to experience widespread discrimination, 
exclusion, and inequality that restrict their access to education, healthcare, and employment. While numerous sociologi-
cal and non-sociological studies have explored the hijra community in regards to legal rights, policy debates, and public 
health (Akter & Saha, 2024; Aziz & Azhar, 2019; Khan et al., 2009; Diehl et al., 2017), few studies offer a theoretical soci-
ological investigation into the mechanism of hijra seclusion.  
 
This paper sought to fill that gap by taking a theory-driven framework to analyze and understand the underlying socio-
cultural and structural processes that created and sustained the seclusion of hijra individuals in Bangladesh. The follow-
ing research questions guide this paper: How did the cultural structure of Bangladesh contribute to the seclusion of hijra 
individuals? What did hijra individuals get from their gender performances in their communal living space? How did the 
legal recognition as the “third gender” impact hijra inclusion into the mainstream binary society? Based on these research 
questions, this paper aimed to explain the conditions through the lens of the following Sociological theories- Michele 
Gelfand’s theory of "tightness and looseness," West and Zimmerman’s theory of "doing gender," and Patricia Hills Col-
lins’s "outsider- within position.”. These theoretical frameworks, supported by secondary literature, provided insight into 
the structural and symbolic mechanisms underlying hijra exclusion in the Bangladeshi context. 

2. Literature Review 

The recognition of hijra as the third gender in Bangladesh marked a historic shift in policymaking toward minority inclu-
sion. Despite this shift, this inclusion strategy remained symbolic, as substantive socio-economic integration of hijra lies 
far behind. This literature review first discusses the hijra individuals and explains the process of historical seclusion. 
Then, it studies contemporary literature and policy reports that describe the legal, institutional, and socio-cultural di-
mensions of hijra seclusion and discrimination in Bangladesh.  

2.1. The Hijra and Their Historical Existence & Seclusion 

In the Indian subcontinent of South Asia, prominently in Bangladesh, India, and Pakistan, the term 'hijra' connotes a par-
ticular group of people who do not conform to the mainstream gender binary. The following subsections explain how the 
hijra identity, communal living space, and contemporary secluded status have developed over time.  

2.2. Who Are the Hijra? 

Rooted in the Arabic word “hijr,” which symbolized the act of leaving one’s tribe or community, the word ‘hijra’ is popu-
larly translated as ‘transgender,’ which Stryker (2018) translates as to move away from the gender they were assigned 
at birth, people who cross over (trans-) the boundaries constructed by their culture to define and contain that gender. 
Although the hijra people were denoted as a group of people who did not conform to the gender binary and identified as 
a different gender other than the one assigned to them at birth, the term does not parallel the Western concept of 
transgender (Mount, 2020). According to Mount (2020), hijra are male-born individuals who were forced to leave their 
families during their teenage years and join a separate community of work and live in communal living spaces with others 
who are “like them.”Hijra are identified as people who do not identify as either male or female, but rather identify as a 
third category of gender that is indigenous to South Asian cultures.” (Aziz & Azhar, 2019).  
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2.3. Historical Seclusion 

The hijra people had long existed in South Asian societies. The seclusion and otherizing of the hijra individuals can be 
dated back to the era of British rule. Before the British colonial rule, hijra individuals held a sacred place in the Indian 
subcontinent. Hindu hijras traced their origins to the revered epics Ramayana and the Mahabharata, whereas Muslim 
hijras claimed an indigenous lineage dating back to khwaja siras (eunuchs) of the royal courts of Muslim rulers of India 
(Afzal-Khan, 2010; Rehan, Chaudhary, & Shah, 2009). However, the scenario changed after the colonial rule came to 
power.  

In October 1871, the British government enforced the Criminal Tribes Act (CTA) that branded many nomadic and tribal 
communities as criminals, which enabled the local government to notify any tribe, gang, or class of people as outlaws and 
enforce reformatory settlements (Kulshrestha, 2021). Under this act, hijras were included as dangerous outlaws, stem-
ming from a belief that they were involved in kidnapping and castrating children and that they dressed like women in 
order to sing and dance in public places (Gupta, 2019). Due to this act, hijra individuals were prohibited from settling 
elsewhere and were forced to be ghettoized into small communities along the Indian subcontinent. Eventually, the British 
Empire left the region and gave birth to newly founded countries like India, Bangladesh, and Pakistan. In the postcolonial 
countries, very few changes were made in the legal area. Most of the laws and regulations in these newly formed countries 
were reflections of British rule (Banerjee & Connell, 2018). The newly formed democratic states assumed a masculinized 
dispensation as they struggled with the consolidation of their diverse populations, which had been fragmented and di-
vided under colonial rule (Banerjee & Connell, 2018). Due to this postcolonial continuation, the majority population 
gained power and access to resources, whereas minority populations such as the hijra continued to be ghettoized and 
neglected. 

2.4. The Socio-Cultural Condition of the Hijra Community  

In the Bangladeshi social context, the binary gender identity, either “male” or “female,” is given the utmost value. Tradi-
tional norms, religious values, family roles and responsibilities, the concept of honor and dignity, and such aspects of 
social life are strictly gender categorized. Individuals who do not conform to society's rules and regulations are consid-
ered deviants. Heterogeneous marriage is also an essential phase of cultural life in South Asian countries like Bangladesh. 
Male-to-female marriage is considered the norm and a symbol of status and prosperity. Since families cannot marry off 
their gender-nonconforming child, they face the loss of honor and status. According to Khan et al. (2009), hijra's sexuality 
and sexual behavior conflict with heteronormativity, and heteronormativity mismatch with her preferred feminine gen-
der roles. They often experience loneliness and abusive treatment; for example, they are not allowed to share space with 
classmates, extending from the classroom to the playground (Khan et al., 2009). Ostracized by family and society, such 
individuals are forced to leave their families and join the hijra community or hijra “dera.”  

Gender non-binary individuals are prompted to join the hijra community for multifaceted reasons. Woltmann (2020) 
proposed that the systematic social and cultural marginalization turned the hijra into a subaltern "other" and forced them 
into an abyss where they are turned into a subject of mockery, ridicule, and taboo (Woltmann, 2020). On the other hand, 
Mondal et al.(2020) pointed to broader structural factors at play, arguing that "the shared understanding that has 
emerged reflects that hijras in this part of the world have not been able to come to terms with their inimitable sexual 
identity because of the subversive pressures from the heteronormative society." 
 
Therefore, marginalized and secluded from conventional society, they seldom had access to social amenities. Deprived of 
education, healthcare, and legal and social protection, most sought refuge in the hijra dera under a community leader or 
"guru ma." To date, most hijras make a living by dancing and singing at marriage ceremonies; others beg in the street or 
get involved in crimes like illegal prostitution and extortion (Mondal et al., 2020). Whatever they make in a day, they are 
obligated to submit it to the community leader at the end of the day, and the whole community shares what they have. 
The hijra community has strong group ties that protect them from the outside world. In return, they stay committed to 
community rules and stick to the regulations imposed by their community leader.  

2.5. Contemporary Policies on Hijra Inclusion 
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Legal recognition of hijra individuals as a “third gender” was hailed as a landmark move for the government of Bangla-
desh in 2013. It created a consensus among the international audience that Bangladesh had taken a step further into 
gender inclusivity and progress. However, existing policies and literature otherwise suggested that recognition remained 
largely symbolic due to the lack of tools to translate the policies into realistic lived actions to bring equality. Despite the 
government’s legal and policy efforts, such as updating identification documents, providing tax incentives, and starting 
livelihood development programs for hijra individuals, the hijra community and its individuals continued to be secluded 
and otherized in vital fields such as education, employment, healthcare, and legal services, which result in discrimination 
and inequality.  

As per the policy regarding the third gender, following a cabinet decision in 2013, in January 2014, the Bangladesh Min-
istry of Social Welfare (2014) published a gazette notification stating that the hijra community "shall be recognized as 
the ‘Hijra sex/gender’ (‘Hijra lingo)" (Titir, 2019; Ministry of Social Welfare, 2014). Although the policy sounded progres-
sive and ideal, it lacked operational clarity and created confusion in implementation. In the gazette, the term “hijra” was 
not defined. As a result, government authorities used inconsistent terminologies to carry out third gender identification 
process, and identity documents such as passports, national ID cards, and voter rolls began using conflicting terms such 
as “hijra,” “third gender,” “other,” etc. As a result, voter roll integration remained incomplete, identifying as "third gender" 
in national ID cards became more complex, and overall inclusion in political processes remained minimal (Al-Mamun et 
al., 2022; Akter & Saha, 2024; The Daily Star, 2024; Titir, 2019). The Department of Social Services in Bangladesh also 
implemented a few social safety schemes for minority individuals, including programs like "The Livelihood Development 
Program for Hijra Community” in the year 2012-13 (Department of Social Services, 2024). The programs failed to reach 
the intended beneficiaries due to limited outreach, lack of gender sensitivity, and poor monitoring (Akter & Saha, 2024; 
Rashid, 2024). Most hijra individuals remained secluded from formal employment and relied on traditional income meth-
ods such as ritual performances, begging, and sex work to support themselves (Al-Mamun et al., 2022).  

Besides economic exclusion, hijra individuals continue to face exclusion from legal and public health settings even today. 
Section 377 of the Bangladesh Penal Code (1860) criminalized homosexuality and gender non-conformity, labeled them 
as "unnatural offenses,” and provided law enforcement agencies the power to arrest those who fall into this category 
(Rashid, 2024). As a result, hijra individuals avoid seeking legal protection from police as they fear harassment, bullying, 
or denial of due legal process (Huda et al., 2025). Hence, due to the lack of public gender awareness and institutional 
reforms, legal recognition as a “third gender” remains a symbolic concept that has failed to bring meaningful change.  

3. Methodology 

This paper followed a qualitative approach and used theory-driven secondary analysis to explain the seclusion of hijra 
individuals in Bangladesh. Rather than collecting first-hand interview-based ethnographic data, this paper analyzed so-
ciological theories and existing peer-reviewed scholarly journals, NGO reports, government policies, and news media 
sources related to hijra rights and third-gender recognition in Bangladesh. This paper is a case study of Bangladesh only. 
It applies three sociological theories to explain the current secluded state of hijra individuals in Bangladesh. Hence, it 
does not analyze or discuss the policies of any other South Asian countries.  
 
Secondary literary sources were selected from online academic research libraries such as ProQuest, Google Scholar, and 
EBSCOhost. Two primary inclusion criteria guided the search: 1) focus on the hijra and third-gender population of Bang-
ladesh, and 2) relevant to Bangladesh’s legal, cultural, and institutional framework. The source pool included peer-re-
viewed sociological journal articles, policy briefs from human rights and gender rights organizations, government insti-
tutional websites, and newspaper coverage of hijra issues in Bangladesh.  
 
Theoretical analysis and theorizing are a vital tool in sociological research. This paper used theory analysis and thematic 
synthesis as an analytical tool. Theorizing is important for applying existing theory and building insight into the qualita-
tive analysis (Swedberg, 2011). Charmaz (2006) also explained that theory can be constructed from qualitative data 
without direct interviews or fieldwork and that such an approach is useful in explaining the underlying sociological phe-
nomena. This theoretical approach was essential in this study to understand the structural forces that produced and 
sustained the seclusion of hijra individuals in Bangladesh.  
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This paper applied three theoretical frameworks to structure the analysis: the theory of "tightness and looseness" by 
Michele Gelfand, the theory of "doing gender" by West and Zimmerman, and the "outsider-within position" by Patricia 
Hill Collins. Each of these theories sheds light on the different facets that created the perfect environment of seclusion for 
hijra individuals. For example, Michele Gelfand's tightness and looseness theory explained how the tight Bangladeshi 
culture makes rigid gender roles and expectations that expel anyone who does not fall into the binary category. West and 
Zimmerman's theory of "doing gender" explained how gendered performance and rituals of hijra individuals within their 
communal space help them to build agency, resilience, and means of survival against social exclusion. Lastly, Collins's 
"outsider-within position" explains how the legalization of hijra as a third gender has put them into a position that solid-
ified their marginalization and seclusion.  
 
This study has several limitations. First, as a theoretical analysis based on secondary data, it does not capture the lived 
experiences of the hijra individuals. Second, the paper relies on English sources and fails to capture some Bengali per-
spectives lost in translations. Lastly, it does not compare Bangladesh's policy with other countries; hence, it does not 
capture the complexity of policy implications in its totality. However, the paper does not include any sensitive infor-
mation about any minority hijra individuals. No human subjects were involved in its research process. Hence, it is devoid 
of the ethical imperative found in other empirical qualitative research studies.  

4. Results  

4.1. Social Seclusion: Result of a Tight Culture  
 
This paper's first theory is Michele Gelfand's theory of "tightness and looseness." In her book Rule Makers and Rule Break-
ers: How Tight and Loose Cultures Wire Around the World, Michele Gelfand introduced the theory of cultural “tightness-
looseness.” According to Gelfand (2018), some nations have strict cultural norms; she calls them "tight cultures," such as 
Singapore and Japan. On the other hand, some nations have flexible norms; Gelfand calls them "loose cultures," for in-
stance, Italy or Brazil. Nations with tight cultures have more control over their citizens and have strict laws that include 
capital punishment, like the death penalty; people are more religious and have more self-control. As a result, people are 
more ethnocentric; they have less freedom of speech, and they are resistant to change. On the other hand, although loose 
cultures have easy-going norms and are more chaotic, they are more outgoing, more open to embracing new ideas and 
change, and can brainstorm new inventions.  
 
According to Gelfand (2018), there are specific reasons why tight cultures are tight and why loose cultures are loose. One 
of the fundamental reasons is survival. To survive, groups try to protect themselves from internal and external threats, 
including starvation, natural disasters, territorial threats, overpopulation, scarcity of natural resources, and pathogens 
(Gelfand, 2018). These external and internal threats make social groups embrace tight social norms. The lack of threat 
creates a space for diversity, openness, and innovation, for which a culture becomes loose, and the social norms become 
very liberal.  
 
Several threats like poverty, food scarcity, natural calamities, lack of natural resources, unemployment, high livelihood 
expenses, and the refugee crisis beset Bangladesh (Suza et al., 2024). Due to these multilevel threats, as Gelfand’s theory 
suggests, Bangladeshi society has internalized numerous norms to protect itself from unforeseen threats, and gender 
norms are among the strictest. Men were traditionally considered the family's breadwinners and the 'light' of the family’s 
lineage. On the other hand, women were expected to stay at home, rear children, and nurture the family. Any deviation 
from this culturally rigid framework was perceived to destabilize social coherence. When a hijra expresses gender non-
conformity, they face severe stigmatization from society, such as public humiliation, body shaming, negligence from au-
thorities, etc.   
 
Therefore, gender stigmatization exists due to the cultural tightness that Gelfand explained in her theory. The society, 
already tightened by threats of poverty, unemployment, high infant mortality rate, high birth rate, natural disasters, and 
food insecurity, is further threatened by the hijra who defy the rigid gender category and challenge cultural cohesion. As 
Gelfand explains, "Humans create strong social norms to minimize conflict and organize chaos when they are packed in 
tight"(Gelfand, 2018). The gender non-conformity of the hijras was seen as disruptive, and their seclusion was rational-
ized as a way to maintain social stability.  
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In Bangladesh, an estimated 11,000 people are classified as hijra (Department of Social Services, 2022). Hijra individuals, 
when they express gender non-conformity, threaten the tight cultural coherence. These individuals began to face dis-
crimination, negligence, and ghettoization at the beginning of their childhood due to this perceived cultural tightness. 
Mainstream Bangladeshi culture places a high value on close familial relationships, fulfilling gendered expectations of 
family roles, and performing social duties (Aziz & Azhar, 2019). Most gender non-conforming individuals start to show-
case non-conformity in early adolescence while playing with same-age children (Maccoby, 1998). According to Woltman 
(2020), family members of the hijra individuals bully, punish, and assault them for conforming them to the gender binary 
behaviors; hence, the stigma of non-conformity starts from the family. When these minority individuals go to educational 
institutions, they may encounter physical, sexual, emotional violence, neglect, and discrimination, prompting them to 
drop out of school (Jain, 2018). Hence, as Gelfand’s theory explains, due to cultural tightness, the patterns of early-life 
stigma due to gender non-conformity, rejection, and neglect from family and social institutions create the ground for 
long-term exclusion for hijra individuals in Bangladesh.  
 

4.2. The Hijra Dera: A Form of Gendered “Doing”  
 
The second theoretical lens applied in this paper is the theory of "doing gender" by West and Zimmerman (1987). Ac-
cording to this theory, gender is not a fixed identity but a performative device. Gender is performed through interaction 
and behaviors socially recognized as masculine or feminine. Doing gender involves a complex of socially guided percep-
tual, interactional, and micro political activities that cast particular pursuits as expressions of masculine and feminine 
natures (West & Zimmerman, 1987). There, gender is done by performing gender roles and scheduling gender displays.  
 
This theory was further illustrated by Garfinkel’s (1967) well-known case study of “Agnes,” a trans woman who was 
raised as a boy but later transitioned through sex reassignment surgery. Agnes was born and raised as a male, but she 
never conformed to the masculine roles and attributes. To her, the penis was a “mistake,” and she was always a woman. 
Garfinkle’s discussion of Agnes, her “passing,” and conforming to femininity exemplifies how gender is performed, dis-
played, and “done.” Agnes’s initial resource was the predisposition of those she encountered to take her appearance as 
an undoubted appearance of a normal female (West & Zimmerman, 1987). West and Zimmerman further emphasized 
that doing gender involves the use of discrete, well-defined bundles of behavior that can be plugged into interactional 
situations to produce recognizable enactments of masculinity and femininity (West & Zimmerman, 1987).  
 
In Bangladesh, hijra individuals perform gender within the hijra dera to cope with social exclusion and vulnerability 
(Mondal et al., 2020). Inside the dera, gender is performed through the disciple’s maintenance of the ritual of hijragiri, 
which refers to the ritual conduct of "badhai" (conferral of blessings on the newborn after holding a child in their arms 
as they dance), "cholla" (the collection of tolls from within the ritual jurisdiction, or "birit" as the hijra call it) and master-
ing the "Ulti" or the secret language (Hossain, 2017). Individuals are considered a 'hijra' per their mastery of these cul-
tural dynamics. According to Nanda (1999), to be considered a hijra, an individual has to perform some rites and take 
oaths in front of the guru (leader) and every other member of the hijra in the community. Through the seal of initiation, 
a newcomer becomes a formal member of the dera when the guru gives them a new female name and they vow to obey 
the guru and the community rules (Nanda, 1999). Hence, gender performance plays an important role in the belonging 
and recognition of hijra individuals within their communal living space.  
 
Economic survival within the community also depends on the enactment of gender roles. Hijra members earn their daily 
wage- individually or in groups- by performing sex work, cultural performance, or begging (Mondal et al., 2020), and they 
hand over those earnings to the guru maa. The guru supervises and maintains hierarchical social roles, where the guru 
usually receives a portion of the chela’s income (Aziz & Azhar, 2019). The guru keeps a portion of the income and redis-
tributes the rest among the disciples. In return, the guru is responsible for training and socializing them into the hijra 
community (Aziz & Azhar, 2019). Hence, by performing the rituals and social norms, hijra individuals embody West and 
Zimmerman’s theory of “doing gender.” The performance of hijragiri, the ritual of badhai, and the rites of passage of hijra 
individuals within the dera stand as a performance of gender. By doing these gendered practices, hijra individuals become 
members of the hijra community, grow their agency, find belonging, and create resilience against the seclusion they face 
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in mainstream society. This gendered doing not only provides them refuge from societal seclusion but also provides them 
an alternative space for belonging and recognition.  
 

4.3. Legal Recognition as Third Gender: The Creation of the “Outsider-Within” 
 
Patricia Hills Collins’s concept of the "outsider-within" provides a framework for understanding the paradox of recogni-
tion faced by hijra individuals. In Black Feminist Thought (2000), Collins describes the moments of the pre-World War II 
period, when African American women worked in White family homes as nannies, caretakers, and servants. Although 
these women had access "inside" the houses of the Whites, they were still considered "outsiders." Collins (2000) calls 
this the “outsider within” position. Their outsider allegiances may militate against their choosing full insider status, and 
they may be more apt to remain outsiders within (Collins, 2022). Collins, in her later work (2000, 2004), elaborated on 
this concept as a critical position of the minority individual who suffers from intersecting lenses of inequality and who 
can neither belong to a particular identity nor claim any identity as their own. This position provides the placeholders 
with a unique socio-cultural position that falls at the crossroads of racism and sexism.  
 
This framework helps explain the unique yet ambiguous and contradictory nature of “third gender” recognition in Bang-
ladesh. To mitigate the vulnerabilities and to protect the rights of the hijra, in 2019, the Bangladesh government ascribed 
the third gender status to solve such problems (Day, 2013). Following this announcement, government, educational, and 
nonprofit organizations launched programs to support hijra individuals. For example, the Ministry of Social Welfare in 
Bangladesh launched the “Livelihood Development Program for the Hijra Community” (Department of Social Services, 
2022), which aims to provide social security, financial stability, and monthly stipends to hijra individuals who seek reha-
bilitation in the mainstream society. In November 2020, the first Islamic School for hijra individuals, Dawatul Koran Third 
Sex Madrassa, opened in the capital city of Dhaka, where it provided vocational training and primary education in sub-
jects like Bengali, English, Math, and Islamic theology (Chowdhury, 2020). The Prime Asia University, a private university 
in Dhaka, promised to give an 80% to 100% discount on tuition fees to marginalized populations such as the 
hijra (Dhaka Tribune, 2021). Human rights organizations like the Bondhu Social Welfare, the Badhan Hijra 
Sangha, and many other human rights organizations have launched rehabilitation programs for the hijra indi-
viduals. Such initiatives sought to create a safe space for the hijra individuals to transition from their respective 
communities. 
 
While these initiatives signaled some progress toward undertaking institutional measures for hijra inclusion 
in mainstream society, they also reinforced structural marginalization. For example, Al-Mamun et al. (2022) 
observed that those hijra individuals who received government and non -government organizational support 
continued to face stigma and social seclusion. Instead, the third gender status solidified their marginalization 
without addressing the underlying problem. Their status has put them in a unique borderland between ac-
ceptance and rejection. They are neither fully accepted by the heterosexual binary society nor wholly embraced 
by the state apparatus. Hence, they remain an outsider within the state -recognized third-gender status.  

5. Discussions 

5.1. Seclusion, Community Formation and the Reproduction of Marginalization 
 
As reviewed in the results section, as gender non-conformity is embedded into the rigid Bangladeshi socio-cultural struc-
ture, the seclusion of the hijra individuals begins early in life and continues throughout their lifespan. Khan et al. (2009) 
found in their ethnographic study of 20 hijra individuals that most of the individuals in their childhood were not allowed 
to share space with classmates, extending from the classroom to the playground. Moreover, loneliness and abuse were 
common to hijra experiences (Khan et al., 2009). Due to their non-masculine attributes, they are taunted by their peers 
for looking girlish and are emotionally and physically abused by their family to conform to masculine attributes (Mool-
chaem et al., 2015; Mondal et al., 2020). 
 
Over time, the inability to conform to the normative gender roles puts hijra individuals in a very vulnerable position 
across their lifespan and results in their exclusion from mainstream society as adults (Alizai et al., 2017). The exclusion 
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leads to discrimination, abuse, social stigma, and violation of human rights. To escape from such discrimination, harass-
ment, and abuse, hijra individuals often leave their families and join the “hijra dera.” The hijra dera provides a safe space 
for the hijra individuals where they can cooperate and survive the ostracization of the heteronormative society. Accord-
ing to Gelfand (2018), tight cultures tend to organize around shared norms as a survival mechanism against perceived 
threats. So, the hijra community in Bangladesh was forced to cooperate, build a community, and create their own social 
norms to fight off the threat of the outside world. As Gelfand stated, “Groups that cooperated have been able to not only 
survive the toughest environmental conditions but also thrive and spread across the entire planet in ways that no other 
nonhuman species has done” (Gelfand, 2018). Hence, the mechanism of threat pushed the heterogenic mass to push off 
and otherize the gender-non-conforming hijra individuals. On the other hand, the hijra individuals who could not with-
stand the oppression joined the hijra community as a source of protection. This phenomenon represents a vicious cycle 
that has persisted for years. Hence, cultural tightness enforces exclusion and promotes the formation of the hijra sub-
culture. It has become a loop in which the hijra individuals are trapped and forced to inhabit.  
 

5.2. Doing Gender and Performing Belonging in Hijra Communities 
 
Building upon this mechanism of social exclusion, hijra individuals develop certain gendered performances to establish 
their identity and recognition within their communal living space. The display of femininity in the hijra in Bangladesh is 
a form of gender performance, which West and Zimmerman (1987) call “doing gender.” Following this social construc-
tionist approach, gender can be understood as the management of one's conduct and activities according to roles that are 
appropriate for one's sex category (West & Zimmerman, 1987). The hijra individuals are ostracized from their families 
and society due to their feminine gender performance and attributes, and they use the same performance of femininity 
to conform to the dynamics of the hijra community. The gender “doing” inside the dera takes place through the perfor-
mance of feminine gestures like wearing feminine attire like the Saree, wearing heavy makeup, and presenting the self as 
a female. The performance of femininity through singing and dancing also stands as a way to beg for money and gather 
the attention of the heteronormative people. Such performative devices display their gendered “doing" and help the hijra 
individuals achieve agency, group solidarity, and ownership of their own communal space. Hence, gender “doing” trans-
forms the lives of hijra individuals from a state of marginalization to a source of agency and survival within their com-
munal nest.  
 

5.3. The Outsider-Within: Symbolic Inclusion and Structural Marginalization 
 
Although the gender performance of hijra individuals created a space for agency, survival, and internal solidarity, it did 
not shield them from institutional seclusion present in mainstream society. The institutional recognition of hijra as a 
third gender further extends this seclusion. The initiative of the Bangladesh government to legalize the ‘third gender’ 
status and to promote voting rights for the hijra were hailed as progress by the international community despite the 
conservative socio-religious majority. Hossain (2017) explains that in Bangladesh, the legal recognition of the hijra as a 
third gender has solidified their social stigmatization and marginalization even more, as what was previously a trope of 
disfigurement based on putative genital status has now been transformed into a discourse of disability. The discourse 
has put the hijra, who seeks institutional help and informal work, into the position of the “outsider-within.” 
 
In this position, the individuals who enter the system of education, employment, or government programs as a “third-
gender” face stigmatized practices, including a problematic gender verification process, marginal job placements, and 
bureaucratic hurdles. Anzaldua describes their unique position as “being within a system while also retaining the 
knowledge of an outsider who comes from outside the system” (Anzaldua, 1987). Due to this “outsider-within” position, 
the Hijra individuals can neither belong to the Hijra culture nor entirely become a part of the mainstream heterogeneous 
population.  
 
The hijra in Bangladesh thus remained symbolically recognized but systematically otherized. This is further demon-
strated by the Bangladesh government's insensitive and uninformed decision in 2015. Marking the first anniversary of 
the recognition of third-gender status, the Bangladesh Ministry of Social Welfare, alongside the Bondhu Social Welfare 
Society and UNAIDS Bangladesh, held the “Hijra Pride March” in 2014 (Toppa, 2014). Following the Pride march in 2015, 
the Bangladesh Ministry of Social Welfare decided to recruit 15 Hijra individuals in low-ranking clerical jobs that required 
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medical tests to confirm the Hijra status (Human Rights Watch, 2016). The initiative failed as the medical examination 
concluded that all the candidates were, in fact, male and not hijra, as all except one had a penis and scrotum (Hossain, 
2017). The lack of gender awareness, lack of knowledge of the definition of the hijra status, and lack of awareness about 
the hijra community were the reasons behind the failure to execute such an initiative. As a result, the hijra individuals 
were further otherized into the “outsider-within,” where the stakeholders utilized them to devise their gender-progres-
sive initiatives and pushed them into new forms of marginality. Therefore, social initiatives of hijra inclusion and ascrip-
tion of “third gender” status, in reality, did not create a meaningful difference. Instead, the third gender status has pushed 
the hijra individuals into a further otherized outsider-within space, where they are pinned into a position of static mar-
ginalization. 

6. Conclusion 

This paper analyzed three sociological theories to explain the seclusion and ostracization that hijra individuals in Bang-
ladesh face: - the theory of “tightness and looseness” by Michele Gelfand, the theory of "doing gender" by West and Zim-
merman, and the "outsider-within position" by Patricia Hills Collins. These three sociological theories presented in this 
paper, along with the secondary analysis of sociological literature and government policies, to some extent, explain the 
unique secluded condition of the hijra individuals of Bangladesh. This framework illustrates that hijra seclusion is repro-
duced through socio-cultural rigidity, symbolic reform, and bureaucratic hurdles.   
 
Hijra individuals in Bangladesh occupy a distinct socio-cultural position that is marked by systematic inequality, social 
discrimination, and structural deprivation. The seclusion initiated by British colonial rule has solidified in the social struc-
ture, and these individuals continue to suffer from that legacy. In postcolonial Bangladesh, the legacy is continued and 
sustained through a contemporary social structure that further solidifies the seclusion. Segregation of hijra individuals 
persists due to tight cultural norms, rigid gender roles, and a lack of proper implementation of policies that are inade-
quately informed by gender inclusion. Staying inside this cultural tightness, the hijra individuals survive by showcasing 
their gendered performance or gendered doing. The communally cultivated gendered norms, practices, and rituals pro-
vide a space for hijra individuals to showcase agency, develop communal bonding, and create resistance against greater 
social exclusion.  
 
The application and analysis of the theoretical lenses not only explain the multi-layered dynamics of hijra exclusion from 
mainstream society but also highlight the limitations of current institutional efforts undertaken by the state and its coun-
terparts. Initiatives such as the legalization of third-gender status and the initiation of inclusive social programs fall short 
of creating the utopian inclusion that these organizations imagined. Instead of fostering inclusion, these initiatives further 
ostracize and pin the hijra individuals into the unique “outsider-within” position. It has offered hijra individuals nothing 
but symbolic visibility without recognition and belonging.  

Meaningful policy reforms should be taken to dismantle this situation and foster meaningful and sustainable inclusion of 
hijra individuals in the economic, socio-cultural, and legal framework. First, legal reforms are necessary to define gender 
in official documents using an inclusive definition reflecting the socially constructed and fluid nature of gender. Govern-
ment and non-government stakeholders should also be informed and educated about the proper definition of gender to 
avoid inter-institutional confusion and bureaucracy. Secondly, government agencies and NGOs should collaborate on 
awareness-raising programs and campaigns to promote gender sensitivity across social institutions such as educational 
institutions, healthcare institutions, and public service sectors. Third, employment programs targeting hijra individuals 
should include inclusive practices focusing on skill development. The work policies should be realistically designed, cen-
tering on the lived experiences of hijra individuals to ensure successful implementation and sustainable change. Finally, 
future research should include more empirical qualitative studies to reflect the current status of hijra rights and how 
they negotiate state recognition, social and community norms, and survival. Comparative studies across South Asian 
countries should also be conducted to explore the intersectionality of hijra experiences.  

This study contributes to the understanding of regionalism and globalism in shaping Syria’s political landscape. By exam-
ining state sovereignty, security dilemmas, and foreign interventions, it expands the discourse on proxy conflicts and 
international relations theory. The findings reinforce realist perspectives on power politics while also highlighting the 
role of constructivist approaches in shaping Syria’s identity and alliances. 
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