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ABSTRACT
In Bangladesh, Rohingya refugees who defy traditional gender norms face

harsh conditions due to transphobia within the socio-religious
intersections of the refugee camps. To understand their vulnerabilities,
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researchers must use culturally sensitive and secure methodologies. An
intersectional approach may offer insights but understanding the host
country’s context and reflecting on the research purpose and
consequences are essential. Drawing from ethnographic fieldwork with
transgender Rohingya refugees conducted between 2022 and 2023, this
paper discusses ethical and methodological concerns for researchers in
transgender studies within Bangladesh. It provides guidelines for
addressing contextual, methodological, and ethical issues, aiding
responsible research conduct in the Southern context. This paper
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emphasises that the Southern conception of transgender is influenced
by sociocultural factors, shaping both its epistemological and
ontological dimensions. Therefore, researchers should employ a
situational ethical protocol when designing the research.

equality; SDG 10: reduced
inequalities

Introduction

Given the growing geo-political unrest across the world, the number of asylum seekers, displaced
populations and refugees is on the rise. According to UNHCR’s 2018 estimate, around 85 per cent
of the world’s refugee population resides in developing countries of the Global South (UNHCR
2018). One of the few complexities that refugee research consideration often involves deals with
the outsider positionality of the researcher, that is, someone without enough exposure to and/or
understanding of the lived experiences of the refugees, among other ethical and methodological
consideration considerations. However, a refugee is any homogenous linear one-size-fits-all category
that informs the research design across disciplines (Sherif, Awaisu, and Kheir 2022). Refugee scholars
have argued in favour of intersectionality as a practical framework to have a nuanced understanding
of refugee lived experience in the context of forced displacement (Aberman 2014; Ayoub 2017;
Chulach and Gagnon 2013; Clark-Kazak 2013). Lenette argues that gender perspectives generate a
more contextual understanding of forced migration (2019). Furthermore, the gendered identity of
the refugees in the context of South Asia has to be perceived within the complex cultural reception
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and exchange between the country of origin and the receiving country (Chakraborty and Bhaba
2021).

Transgender research often leaves out the consideration of citizenship status and migration
stories, assuming a pervasive homogeneity in the lived realities of gender-diverse people. Though
there has been growing interest in refugee studies, transgender refugees’ lived experiences have
been less focused on in empirical studies (Rosati et al. 2021). Refugee status and carceral lived experi-
ences of the transgender refugees in the camps within a transphobic and conservative socio-reli-
gious context require the researchers to be sensitive towards the transgender community’s
intersectional vulnerabilities and the multifarious risks that the research might entail. To compre-
hend the multifaceted determinants shaping Rohingya transgender identity and contributing to
their marginalisation, | have employed an intersectional approach, conceptualised by Crenshaw
(1991), in my research design. Crenshaw contends that a “single-axis framework” applied to an indi-
vidual's identity and lived experiences overlooks interconnected facets are contributing to their mar-
ginalisation (1991). This framework scrutinises the mutually constitutive nature of gender, sexuality,
disability, age, and other categories of differences or specificities that impact individual lives and
societal practices (Hankivsky, Cormier, and De Merich 2009). The individual identity and social div-
ision vectors are intricately interwoven, forming what Collins terms a “matrix of domination”
(2002). While an intersectional approach can provide rich insight into transgender refugees’ lived
experience, an understanding of the indigenous context (socio-cultural and politico-economic) of
where refugees live (i.e. Bangladesh) can equally enrich (Miller-Funk 2021) transgender research
in the Rohingya refugee context. In response to the classical critique of intersectionality’s shift
towards neo-liberal co-optation that mainly focuses on diversity and inclusion (Salem 2018), this
paper will limit itself rather focusing on the power relations (hence inequality) that those intersecting
aspects produce during the research design and how that question of power and hierarchy as a
mode of colonising research (participants) should be resisted by the researcher.

Based on my ethnographic fieldwork (2022-2023) with transgender Rohingya refugees, this
paper discusses some ethical and methodological approaches transgender studies researchers
may consider while conducting qualitative research with transgender Rohingya refugees in Ban-
gladeshi geo-local context. | focused on four distinct areas of ethical considerations pertinent
to research design, which can be summarised as (a) the geographical and localised framework
underlying transgender research within the context of South Asia, (b) protocols of accessibility
and cultural nuances, (c) the imperative of embracing a trauma-informed approach in conducting
transgender research, and (d) apprehensions relating to the milieu of fieldwork, participants’ sus-
ceptibility, and their exposure. Hence, the reflections here are autoethnographic in nature
emerged from the critical consideration of my positionality as a Bangladeshi citizen and a
researcher from the global south and the package of privileges and challenges it comes with.
Rather than falling into the category of Refugee research in the transgender context, this paper
can be viewed as a methodological insight into transgender research in the context of forced dis-
placement and migration. For researchers (both in academic and activist/rights-development
worker capacity) conducting qualitative research with transgender refugee participants in South
Asia, this paper can be deemed as an outline (not exhaustive, though) of contextual, methodologi-
cal, and ethical issues that may arise and recommended safety precautions to be adopted while
working with the transgender Rohingya participants in an empirical setting. While there is a domi-
nant critique of the term “transgender” subsuming some “South Asian discourses and gender/
sexual variance” as merely local expression (Dutta 2014, 321), Adnan Hossain complicates this
regionality of trans discourses by taking the intra-regional discursive tensions over the hijra’ scho-
larship in the South Asian region - especially between India, Pakistan, Nepal and Bangladesh
(Hossain 2018, 321-322). This research acknowledges this critique of the cross and intra-regional
discursive conflations and hegemonic scholarship and, hence, prefers to place this paper within
Bangladesh’s cultural and political context. In addition to South Asia’s regional complexity and
political and cultural divides on religious grounds and Bangladesh being the primary
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administrative and spatial/geographical agent in managing the Rohingya refugee (re)settlement,
this paper focuses on the methodological discussion in the Bangladeshi context.

Methodology

This article, as a methodological reflection, draws on my own experience of qualitative ethnographic
research with the transgender Rohingya refugees in the camp. As a part of the empirical data collec-
tion for my doctoral project, | conducted one-year long (2022-2023) ethnographic fieldwork in Ban-
gladesh that comprised methods including semi-structured and narrative interviews, informal
conversations, participant observations and ongoing engagement with the Rohingya hijras as an
advocate for their equal rights and safety. These methods were adopted to investigate how
different intersectional aspects shape the hijras’ lived experiences and their identities. However,
for this paper, my primary data derived from the interviews with Rohingya hijra refugees and the
fieldwork experiences | had, starting from the ethics approval process starting from ng from the
Ethics approval process through adopting diverse cultural safety and security protocols. Although
I am a cisgender heterosexual male, living and growing up amidst the transphobia and repressive
religious conservatism of Bangladesh helped me reflect on my cisgender privileges while simul-
taneously considering the importance and protocols of culturally safe and meaningful methodologi-
cal interventions. My anecdotal evidence of living near the hijra community? and encountering them
in social and cultural settings connects my understanding of their lives to the methods | adopt
during my ethnography. Berry and Clair (2011) argue that autoethnography employs reflections
to illustrate intersections between the self and society. Two aspects of my lived experience informed
my “personal reflexivity” (Cromby and Nightingale 1999) — my social and cultural upbringing,
knowing and experiencing the hijra mode of interactions, and my cultural and linguistic understand-
ing of the Rohingya people, who historically share proximity with the culture and language of the
city (Chittagong) | am from. These two ontological positionalities were instrumental in forming an
epistemological framework for my methods. Additionally, my religious positionality (born as a
Muslim and raised in a Muslim-majority society) provided fieldwork insights while working with
the Muslim Rohingya hijras. However, the visceral narrative of sexual violence described by the
Rohingya hijras during conversations and interviews unsettled me, prompting an evocative
approach in my analysis, an ethnographic category that Anderson (2006) refers to as “evocative
ethnography”.

Trauma-informed approach in Rohingya transgender refugee research

This research assumes anti-oppressive and sensitive human service practices as a research philos-
ophy with the Rohingya transgender refugees (Lenette 2019). This approach informs the ethical
and methodological considerations in the context of forced migration. There is a dearth of
current scholarship addressing the traumatic experiences of refugees and the cultural apparatus
through which they can be interpreted in significant (Danso 2016; Fisher-Borne et al. 2014). The
refugee community’s psychological condition (such as trauma) and the structural violence and vul-
nerabilities make their participation challenging and sometimes risky (Mayan and Daum 2016).
Moreover, the inability to openly live out their gender identity results in continuous minority
stress (Rosati et al. 2021). Trans Rohingya people’s experience of public harassment within the
refugee camp, domestic violence, gang violence, and transphobia among the community people,
including their family members, leave no place safe for them within the refugee camps (Jahan
2022). Addressing trauma, a sense of insecurity, post-migration stress and loneliness are some
mental conditions that Lenette (2019) calls a “trauma-informed approach”. However, Rohingya trans-
gender refugees do not know what the English term “trauma” means. But what the words they
repeatedly expressed to me while sharing their experiences were dor/atonko meaning “fear”, it is
construed by their past experience of enforced migration, arson, varying degrees of trauma, and
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in the case of Rohingya transgender refugees, their ongoing vulnerability/victimization to different
degrees of assault for their gender non-normativity (Knight 2015). As Rosati et al. share from their
experience in field research, LGBTQI+ refugees commonly face “psychological abuse, physical and
sexual assault, corrective rape, forced conversion therapy, blackmail, and public shaming (2021,
2)". Physicians for Human Rights (PHR) reported the widespread presence of rape and sexual
assault survivors among the Rohingya refugees, a significant number of whom are “genderfluid or
transgender” (PHR 2020). Transgender Rohingya refugees’ fear is also endorsed by the absence of
any community safety network for transgender Rohingya refugees and the political radicalisation
of faith-based groups active inside the camp (Md Shahin and Hasan 2023; Taufiq 2021). While
trying to give an idea about their fear, one of my Rohingya participants mentioned,

We don't have any right of association, whenever we gather for gossip or afternoon recreation, the local thugs
and folks try to disband us by throwing stones and abusing us verbally. If they find us going to the toilet, they try
to break into it. Even sometimes when you go for a night patrol to guard our houses, they try to ... [making hand
gesture indicating sexual abuse] us. And we are chosen for the night patrolling because we are easy prey. (my
translation, interview with Rohingya participant, Cox’s Bazar, 10 June 2023)

The above statement points to how fear about the association, mobility and getting sexually
assaulted and physically abused inform their visibility in public space. While the trauma-informed
approach is not necessarily an intervention into the participant’s past trauma, researchers working
with transgender refugees. are expected to have knowledge about trauma and the source of this
trauma and its psychological consequences and be empathetic in a way that is consistent with
their role as researchers (Karatzias et al. 2012; McGregor et al. 2010). Trauma-informed sensitivity
influenced two significant aspects of my research design - the questions | ask and how | ask
without re-traumatising them (Krause 2017) and a sensitive approach to the locations - the site
for interviews. Formalised support systems such as psychological counselling support (though | men-
tioned in my university Ethics application) located in some INGOs’ field offices might be deemed as
an option for reducing psychological distress, but this is not practical. Rather the presence of a com-
munity person (as in my case the Rohingya hijra assistant) helps alleviate the stress during the con-
versation. Depending on the researcher’s personality, affective strategies such as taking pause, being
silent, showing empathetic gestures, changing topics, and holding hands. Trauma is an embodied
lived experience that influences other human conditions; therefore, a deeper understanding of
trauma can significantly shape the researcher’s perception of the community.

Understanding the Rohingya hijra refugees

It is beyond the epistemic purview of this article to give a definitive conceptual outline of the Rohin-
gya hijras, nor is it possible in the transnational refugee context due to the significant dearth of scho-
larship on the Rohingya non-binary refugees. Rohingya hijras individuals are part of the non-binary
and gender-diverse community who are born males but whose gender expression and preferences
do not comply with their natal gender identification (not the other way around in popular concep-
tual framing). They are part of the Rohingya community, nearly one million strong (Khuda and Scott
2020), who suffered genocide and ethnic cleansing by the Myanmar military junta. They fled their
ancestral land in Myanmar’s Rakhine/Arakan state, primarily seeking refuge in Bangladesh during
a mass exodus starting in 2017.

When | refer to Rohingya hijra, | imply the male-born individuals who describe their state of
gender non-conformity as having a womanly or feminine psyche (mone nari) (Dutta and Roy
2014, 330) and female-assigned preferences for clothing, make-up and socialisation. In essence,
Rohingya hijra refers to Rohingya males who identify with femininity in terms of expressions, per-
formances, and sartorial choices. However, among these males, some “feminine” men desire men
who, like in Bangladesh, are called the kothis/kotis. At this epistemological juncture, it is crucial to
understand the Rohingya community’s perception of the Rohingya hijras as “males who have sex
with other males” (MSM in public health terms or maigga-phoa or phonda-phoa in local vernacular),
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not necessarily as cross-dressing male-born individuals who wear feminine attires. In the Bangladeshi
criminal and cultural context, same-sex sexuality is criminalised, causing severe cultural and religious
denouncement, while hijras have legal recognition as “hijra gender” (Hossain 2020). In both
Myanmar and Bangladesh, section 377 of the British penal code is still active in criminalising consen-
sual same-sex sexual relations. Though Bangladesh has officially recognised the hijras as a third
gender category, in Myanmar, transgenders have not yet been legally recognised as a separate
gender category and continue to be socially marginalised, stigmatised and harassed. Moreover,
section 35(c) of the Police Act is also very instrumental in harassing the LGBT community people
in Myanmar, especially after dark, on the pretence of reducing suspicious activities (McLaughlin
2017). In addition, Burmese Muslims, especially the Rohingya Muslim non-binary individuals face
further discrimination because of their religious minority status (Ikeya 2024). The repressive police
and social control of Rohingya Muslim trans-identified people provide us with a context of their cul-
tural integrational solidarity with local hijras.

While Rohingya hijras/transwomen, like Bangladeshi hijras, prefer female attire, Rohingya kothis,
like their Bangladeshi counterparts, prefer male clothing. There are also the Rohingya chhibri (emas-
culated males), who are fewer in number than other transgender categories. In this article, when |
use the term “Rohingya transgender,” | am referring to all three gender categories (hijra, kothi,
and chibri) unless | refer to any category for a nuanced understanding of each category. In the Ban-
gladeshi context, the two terms “Rohingya hijras” and “transgender Rohingya” are used interchange-
ably to signal a coalitional solidarity between the Bangladeshi hijras and the Rohingya hijras, caused
partly due to the lack of any organised subculture status of the Rohingya hijras. Transgender Rohin-
gya people culturally adopt different local hijra rituals (badhai, and cholla) to meet their economic
means and usually local hijra gurus extend their kinship reach to accommodate the Rohingya
hijras within their safety net. This host-guest community alliance in the form of sisterhood (as Rohin-
gyas call it) can help the researchers interact with the Rohingya hijras outside the campsite in a more
domestic setting with the other Bangladeshi hijras.

Approximately one million Rohingya refugees from Myanmar reside in refugee camps in Cox's
Bazar district, bordering the Bay of Bengal and Myanmar’s Rakhine state (see Figure 1). These
camps, spread across Ukhiya, Teknaf, and Bhashan Char, comprise around thirty-three locations
(Figure 2). Most Rohingya live in Ukhia and Teknaf, coastal areas vulnerable to natural disasters
and trafficking, while some have been relocated to the isolated Bhashan Char Island. These locations
are 40-50 kilometres from Cox’s Bazar town. The refugees inhabit makeshift houses of tin and
bamboo, which offer minimal privacy and are under surveillance with security patrols and armed
guard checkpoints. These camps’ repressive geographical and congested regulatory aspects are
crucial for designing an ethical mode of fieldwork, more so in dealing with transgender refugees
whose visibility and “coming out” can be unsafe. This understanding is essential for researchers
examining the experiences of transgender Rohingyas within the intersecting contexts of gender, reli-
gion, and refugee status. Additionally, the geo-local and cultural context of transgender Rohingya
refugees necessitates cultural safety measures in data collection. The following sections outline
the power dynamics within these measures, including field access protocols, the role of gatekeepers
and interpreters, and ethical considerations in field data collection.

Understanding the geo-local context and accessibility protocols of the fieldwork
site

Considerations for the data collection locations are crucial for any qualitative research involving eth-
nography, participant observations, interviews and focus groups (Miller-Funk 2021). Researchers
should be fully aware of the legal and political context under which the Rohingya refugees are
living in the camp. Moreover, if the research participants are from marginalised communities like
refugee, transgender or persecuted populations, considerations in choosing the place of data collec-
tion require careful evaluation of the safety and security of both the research participants and the
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Figure 1. Location of Rakhine state and Cox’s Bazar in world map.

Figure 2. Aerial view of the Rohingya refugee camps (Photo credit: @antonioguterres/X).



DEVELOPMENT IN PRACTICE (&) 7

researchers. Given that the Rohingya transgender community live inside the highly policed and
internally conflicted refugee camp area of the remote Cox’s Bazar district, reaching the Rohingya
refugee camps is considered a challenge. Factors such as distance from the main town, transpor-
tation, frequent military/police checkpoints, administrative protocols, and expenses contribute to
this challenge. Moreover, ethical issues like legal precariousness, poverty, and Rohingya militant vio-
lence are some of the concerns that the researcher should consider when selecting the fieldwork site.
For my research, | chose the Balukhali camp in the Ukhiya district, about forty kilometres from the
main city. The camp area is a textbook example of a hard-to-reach location due to reasons involving
the remoteness of the area, restricted environment, and ethically complex setting with a vulnerable
population. Therefore, reaching out to such a location requires the researchers to know about the
place, its safety requirements, transportation system and culture of mobility. A local interpreter is
always a good help for the researchers when communicating and negotiating with the locals.
Such communication and negotiation include renting transport, purchasing products, and making
local calls. As part of the administrative protocol for researchers’ data collection, they are required
to obtain permission from the Office of The Refugee Relief and Repatriation Commissioner (RRRC),
a government body involved in refugee affairs located in Cox’s Bazar town that serves as the admin-
istrative gatekeeper. Usually, this protocol requires the researcher to justify the reason for visiting the
refugee camps, mentioning the duration, target group, camp number/location and institutional
affiliation, along with the support letter from the institutions and/or body coordinating the research.

Ethics approval (Human Research Ethics Approval no. HC220679) from my university provided
substantial support to obtain clearance. If the application is submitted in person, permission can
be obtained within a day, or it might take several days if the concerned officials are not available.
Therefore, allocating one week for permission-taking protocol is advisable. Rohingya refugees live
in clustered camps spread across a vast, uneven, and hilly terrain. Hence, the researchers must ascer-
tain the specific camp locations of their target research participants before seeking permission to
visit the refugee camps for data collection. While camp-wise/location-wise Rohingya refugee demo-
graphy can be obtained from the resources on the RRRC website?, to get data on the number of
Rohingya hijras living in the camps or at a particular refugee settlement area, the researchers are
required to have local contacts and coordination. They should keep in mind that due to social
stigma and fear of harassment and abuse, most Rohingya transgenders are afraid of disclosing
their gender identity and prefer to be less visible in public spaces. Therefore, gatekeepers and
local contacts can be significant resource persons regarding the Rohingya hijra demography.

Ethical issues in working with local contact/interpreter and gatekeepers

Gatekeepers play a vital role in controlling research access (Jupp 2006). A community gatekeeper’s
permission is, hence, particularly important to get access to a certain research participant commu-
nity, in this case, the Rohingya transgender people. While among the host communities, i.e. the Ban-
gladeshi hijras, a hijra gatekeeper’s role is crucial for the researcher to get access to the community
living of the hijras due to the strong closeted/closed and hierarchically protected lifestyle of Bangla-
deshi hijras, however, in case of the Rohingya transgender people, a Rohingya hijra might not have
similar power in controlling the research access. To understand this power/influence inequality, it is
worth understanding that the Rohingya transgender people live in a carceral space within a very
congested cis-heteropatriarchal space where they are constantly gender policed by the conservative
Rohingya community as well as the refugee camp management. Therefore, any senior Rohingya
hijra’s agency as the community gatekeeper is curtailed due to their sheer vulnerability and precar-
ious living conditions and the presence of other management authorities such as the government
administration and camp management authority.

The notion of gatekeeper in this context does not necessarily imply expert knowledge in the
specific domain but rather the ability to control or facilitate access or reach to the community. In
the Rohingya hijra case, the local interpreter, being a hijra community member, has superior topic
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knowledge to the gatekeeper(s) and can also help identify the participants. Moreover, though the
headmajhi (the community leader in each camp) can be the gatekeeper who can facilitate the
reach to the Rohingya hijra community, as the repressive transphobic agent, the headmajhi's role
in such facilitation can cause tension that might influence the data or the nature of participation
by the hijras. To add, this headmajhi represents an ethnic form of paternalism claiming agency for
the economic dispossession of the Rohingya family for their family member's nautyafoa-giri
(girlish “gender-deviant” performance). Therefore, during the data analysis phase, the question of
member-checking for confirmation arises; understandably, the gatekeeper and the interpreter are
not the same people, mainly because of the variation in community belonging. It is, therefore,
crucial to rethink the construct of gatekeeping in relation to access to information (Savolainen
2020). Edwards (2013) discusses the power relationship between interpreters-researchers and
interpreters-participants. As mentioned above, since interpreters can suggest participants, it is
important to consider interpreters’ position within the community and ability to build rapport. Con-
tacting the Rohingya hijras by physically relaying messages (i.e. indigenous method) (thanks to the
Rohingyas’ social organisation and relations (Smith 2012) inside the camp) with the help of the host
hijra network is a safer approach to facilitating community access. Such research intervention does
not often follow the formalised process of gatekeeping, and the risk factors can best be assessed by
the transgender participants themselves. This falls within the ethical frame of indigenous research
labelled as research with, by and for (Blair 2015; Blix 2015). Hence, the local interpreter can be instru-
mental in this communication and trust building.

The RRRC serves as the administrative gatekeeper for entering the Rohingya refugee camp
location/site. However, to get access to the Rohingya transgender community and make contacts
with them for potential research data collection, a snowball approach can be functional where
the host transgender community leaders (guruma), i.e. Bangladeshi hijra guruma can refer the
researchers to the Rohingya hijras or local community-based organisations (CBOs) or NGOs or inter-
national NGOs (INGOs) working on gender-based violence (GBV), capacity building and skill devel-
opment training, and women’s empowerment. These organisations, functional in humanitarian
capacity and structure, can facilitate data collection in a politically and culturally unsettling
context (Krause 2017). They have formal permission to facilitate any research survey endorsed by
RRRC. However, as RRRC is the legal authority as regulator and enforcer, whereas the aid organisa-
tions function in a humanitarian capacity, the Rohingya hijras have a more secular and philanthropic
image about the latter, a power dynamic that needs to be considered in arranging the communi-
cation. Though both the Bangladeshi hijra community and the Rohingya transgender community
shared the common aspect of gender diversity and non-binary gender identity, the researchers
need to understand that the concept of gatekeeper for these two communities may be different.
A senior hijra community member can be the gatekeeper for their community as the hijras live
under ritualistic kinship arrangement (in a social hierarchy of guru-chella/ preceptor-disciple, see
Hossain 2020) away from the cis-heteronormative parental habitat; on the other hand, a transgender
Rohingya refugee may not play the gatekeeper role since forming a transgender collective inside the
camp has its own risk of being visible and hence, subject to punitive regulation the conservative
transphobic Rohingya community members within the camp. The Rohingya participants | worked
with reported repeated assaults on their families by the militant groups because of their non-
binary gender expressions.

During my ethnographic data collection, a referral from two international humanitarian organisa-
tions (UN et al.) and my personal NGO network helped me build trust among a group of Rohingya
transgender participants who agreed to meet me at the UN Women'’s field office in Kutupalong camp
for an informal group conversation. Contacting previous researchers who have already conducted
research on Rohingya refugees can be a rich source of referral and can provide the new researchers
with practical advice on local contacts and gatekeepers. As transgender Rohingyas mostly live in the
camps, to reach the community, two gatekeeper frontiers can be helpful after the researcher gets
physical access to the refugee camp area - one is the camp majhi (community leader in each
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camp), and the other is the Camp-in-Charge (CiC/administrative authority) office located inside each
camp which has a camp-wise list of gender diverse people. Both bodies have the legal authority to
have formal access (in the form of direct contacts) to the refugee community and to call for them,
which is an alternative field communication strategy due to a lack of communication services such as
internet connection and mobile network coverage in the camps. However, there is power inequality
between the camp authority and the refugees and a call with authority might add inconvenience
and stress to the participants, therefore communication via camp authority is not an advised
mode of communication. Moreover, as of July 2023, the Rohingya refugees were disqualified from
any mobile or internet coverage. Moreover, the use of mobile banking or communication through
mobile phones is not the most effective research method for Rohingya research due to the lack
of internet coverage. Next, | am going to focus on how language serves as an essential epistemic
and methodological tool.

Language as an ethnographic tool and strategizing communication in the field

Language use is critical to working with communities (Collet 2008). Two aspects of language usage
in conducting research with Rohingya transgender participants should be kept in mind — the com-
municative (read: epistemic/hermeneutic) aspect and the sensitivity aspect (Suwankhong, Liamput-
tong, and Rumbold 2011). By communicative aspect, | mean the working language between the
academic/researcher and the research participants. A Banglaphone researcher’s background knowl-
edge of the Rohingya language might help understand the context.

The Rohingya language is an Eastern Indo-Aryan language belonging to the Bengali-Assam
branch (Dastidar 2018). It is structurally similar to the Chittagonian language, spoken by people
from the Chittagong division in southeastern Bangladesh, where Cox’s Bazar (the Rohingya camp-
site) is located. Usually, Chittagonianophones® can understand the spoken form of the Rohingya
dialect. Therefore, for data collection and transcription of the interviews and conversations, the
researchers must have a local interpreter (preferably someone from the local hijra community)
who speaks/understands the Rohingya dialect. On a linguistic level of epistemology, my shared eth-
nicity and language helped me capture the complex nuances (Edwards 2013) of Rohingya lived
experiences in a transphobic paternalistic environment. Though claiming insider status based on
fieldworker’s language skills uncritically excludes the complexity and intersections of identities
and lived experiences of the participants, living in the same religious, linguistic and cultural
context was instrumental for me as an ethnographer. However, when one of the Rohingya hijras
said, “Onera shohure manush anrar natyafua-gor hosto ki bujhiben?” (“You urban people, how
would you understand plights of the natyafua or maigga phoa (roughly translated as effeminate/
male-desiring boys).”), it struck me as a vital question about the Rohingya people’s fear of what,
drawing on Fricker (2007), de Sousa Santos (2016) calls “hermeneutic injustice”, situations in
which the situated knowers misinterpret, misunderstand or willingly ignore the context (Pohlhaus
Jr., 2012). Such injustice is often associated with structural interpretive tools such as language and
terminologies (Fricker 2007). My upbringing in the Chittagonian linguistic and cultural context
made me familiar with the word natyafua and what the consequences are to be one, which inter-
national media outlets often reductively translate as “transwomen/transgender””, missing out on
the word'’s stigmatic association with men performing in dance, drama and doing make-over, not
necessarily changing sexual/gender identity. Rohingya participants’ scepticism about the potential
gap in the epistemological context could be minimised through socio-linguistic competency and
cultural fluency. In my case, the shared ethnicity gave me a sensitive understanding of their cultural
taboos, customs, metaphors, cues, slang and other subtleties of mannerisms (Sime 2015). For
example, mayuma is the Rohingya term used extensively in Myanmar that refers to the effeminate
or cross-dressing males and connotatively to the men who have sex with men. Understanding this
term in an Islamic religious context can evoke a deeper understanding of gender and sexual non-
normativity than the term “transgender” can. However, | had to verify with my interpreter (as
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explained before, not the administrative gatekeepers) whenever | had difficulty understanding. This
member-checking is part of the pledge to collaborative epistemology in an ethical framework. More-
over, the researcher as the only agent of data collection and interpretation can be tantamount to the
lack of credibility in knowledge production (Kwame 2017). Though it is unrealistic to expect fluency
in Rohingya vernacular before fieldwork, having a working knowledge of Rohingya dialect will help
researchers to elicit information and explanation of contexts, “to speak and to listen and hear directly
the expected and unexpected” (Watson 2004, 67).

Working with an interpreter by a native speaker of ethnographic languages (Bangla and Rohin-
gya) and working with the same by a non-native researcher do not offer the same level of complexity
(Gibb and Danero Iglesias 2017). In such a multilingual ethnographic context, three languages are
used simultaneously by the Rohingya hijra participants — Rohingya, Bangla/Chittagonian, and the
hijras’ coded dialect called ulti — an aspect which may significantly challenge the investigator in
their data analysis, double-checking and critical testing of information (Borchgrevink 2003, 107).
As | previously argued, the interpreter should be from the local hijra community so that the cultural
nuances are retained and interpreted regardless of the researchers’ linguistic positionality, a non-
native researcher with “less-than-fluent” or no proficiency in the local language may require a bilin-
gual interpreter speaking the researcher’s native language and the language Rohingya hijras speak.
Additionally, being a less-than-fluent speaker in the local language may also give the researchers
different difficulty in following the conversations between two or more participants or a one-to-
one interview (Gibb and Danero Iglesias 2017). Therefore, as Borchgrevink (2003) suggested, the
coordination between these interpreters is instrumental in writing the field notes. However, the pos-
sibilities and problems of translation and interpretation are still key concerns in cross-cultural
research (Clifford 2016). The translation and interpretation can still be filtered if the bilingual trans-
lator (not the community interpreter) has a personal agenda regarding the research and the
researcher (Twyman, Morrison, and Sporton 1999). The other aspect of language usage in research
with marginal communities or when the researcher does not belong to the participant group (hence,
an “outsider” researcher that | will shed light on later) is how the academics/researchers demonstrate
their sensitivity to the needs and lived experience of their participants. In other words, the researcher
must consider the assumed or imposed power hierarchy (hence, domination) between the
researcher and the Rohingya participants. Overusing academic jargon or discipline-specific terminol-
ogy might convey a sense of paternalism, whether intended or not (Collet 2008). Using culturally
correct, respectful, and nuanced language only reduces the researcher-researched gap and consoli-
dates trust. Skill and use of knowledge can be crucial in creating an impression of the researcher’s
positionality as someone respectful and sensitive to the lived experiences of the refugee gender
non-binary community.

Researcher’s positionality and insider/outsider dichotomy

Historically positionality statement is perceived as the enlightenment valorizations of the white
scholars in being ethical by declaring their credibility and critical consciousness of their inability
to separate the self from one’s subjectivity (Eagleton-Pierce 2011, 807). Critiquing this reflexive prac-
tice in the knowledge production of the powerful west about the “native other” (Jacobs-huey 2002,
792), Gani and Khan (2024) argue that an imagined hierarchy between the researcher and the par-
ticipants is reproduced through its utterance and such statements may constitute hidden power
moves, rather than reducing the unequal power dynamics. My positionality in this research,
however, serves as a critical inquiry about my privileges, and challenges and engages me in a
praxis of reducing this hierarchical inequality in power dynamics. Conducting research on/with a dia-
spora community (in this case, Rohingya refugees) who are victims of forced migration, genocidal
oppression, and gender violence (transphobia and trans-bashing in particular) among other systemic
violence, requires careful consideration concerning the researcher’s subjective identity (including
gender, sexuality, religion, socio-economic status, and employment). Though in research involving
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the refugees and diaspora communities, the consideration of personal migration history plays a vital
role in understanding the lived experiences of the refugees, in the case of Rohingya refugees, the
reason for migration to the host country is almost homogenous, ethnic cleansing by the
Myanmar military junta.

In Social science research, positionality implies the researcher’s worldview and the positions they
adopt while undertaking the research task and its socio-political context (Foote and Bartell 2011;
Savin-Baden and Major 2013; Rowe 2014). Researcher’s positionality is reflected in their philosophical
and epistemological assumptions about human nature (Holmes 2020). Moreover, these assumptions
are also shaped by different vectors of a researcher’s identity, such as gender, ethnicity, race, sexu-
ality, religion, caste, employment status, (dis) abilities and education, among others (Wellington et al.
2005; Marsh et al. 2018). Conventionally insider-outsider positionality in social science research is
understood via the group/community-membership. For example, a cisgender-identified researcher
can be deemed to be an “outsider” for their transgender research participants. Similarly, a researcher
with no personal experience of forced migration can also be deemed an outsider to the refugee
research participants, or an academic can very well be put into the category of outsider to the
non-academic participant community. As this kind of research presupposes a gendered and citizen-
ship/human-rights-based understanding of the lived experience and identity formation of the trans-
gender refugees, the researcher’s gender subjectivity (trans-identified or cis-identified or other
gender preferences), racial and/or ethnic identity, migration status (refugee or not) and personal
ideological viewpoint regarding human rights, justice, gender diversity etc are crucial in setting
the ethical parameters and methodological strategies for the research. Although the researcher’s cis-
gender status might label them as an “outsider”, this status can motivate the researcher to seek a
more nuanced and detailed account of the lived experience of the Rohingya transgender people.
When | went into the field, my gender and racial/ethnic positioning was not central to the power
dynamics with the research participants, rather drawing on my reflexivity on the purpose of the
research and the empathetic connection with the lived experiences of the displaced gender non-
normative Rohingyas, | reflected on my engagement with them, which, later helped me to build
trust. As a cis-heterosexual researcher, my sexual and gender subjectivity do not necessarily align
with the Rohingya transgender participants; my upbringing in a Muslim majoritarian conservative
society helps me to grasp the contexts of transphobic stigma and its socio-cultural and economic
backlash.

The insider status of the researcher might have a negative impact on the research if the partici-
pants assume that the researcher already knows about their experiences and hence leave out key
details (Dwyer and Buckle 2009). Even if a researcher’s gender position and sexual orientation do
not put them in the insider category, they should not exploit the host privilege or non-refugee pri-
vilege, let alone cisgender privilege, an aspect of cultural safety that envisages redressing power
imbalances due to differences in positionality. My assumed sexual preferences as heterosexual
put the participants initially at a culturally constructed shyness while talking about their intimacies
and love relations. However, when | disclosed my familiarity with hijra sexuality by mentioning
sexual terms in hijra vernacular, they became more interested in sharing their amorous accounts.
This “everyone knows about it, not a big deal”-approach (Kabranian-Melkonian 2015, 718) helped
negotiate my sexual positioning and create a safe space for conversations on culturally sensitive
issues (trans-love). Moreover, engaging a Rohingya hijra as my assistant in most of my interactions
was necessary to ensure my interview questions’ cultural sensitivity and transferability (Bloch 2007),
a way to engage the indigenous voice in the research.

In transgender research, cis-normative assumptions about well-being, kinship patterns, cultural
behaviour, intimacy, and sexual health can mislead the formulation of research and interview ques-
tions. Additionally, cisgender researchers from non-Bangladeshi or Western backgrounds must
understand the socio-cultural and political nuances of gender expressions in Bangladesh to avoid
imposing Western epistemological frameworks. Awareness of the legal status of gender diversity
further illuminates transgender lived experiences. Locally, while Rohingya transgenders are often
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identified as Rohingya “hijras,” it is crucial to distinguish the cultural and ritualistic aspects of Bangla-
deshi hijras from those of Rohingya transgenders. Trust-building and acceptance issues in transgen-
der research with Rohingya refugees may sometimes be impacted by the racial identity of the
researcher. Rohingya indigenous researchers may sometimes be frowned upon by the Rohingya
refugees, as Smith (2012) suggested in Decolonial Methodologies regarding the indigenous research
participants’ perspective about their peer group/insider researchers. This goes back to the history of
unethical research investigations involving the indigenous communities carried out by researchers
from the West (Smith 2012). But in the Rohingya refugee context, such racial/ethnic historicity of dis-
trust has not yet formed. Hence, the Rohingya hijras perceived my positioning of an indigenous-
looking researcher coming from a “foreign” university as someone whose engagement might
bring some good to them, a perception coming out of what Smith (2012) calls a “survival” strategy.
This perception was instrumental for me in building their trust as | had previously explained the
purpose of my research to them and was transparent about its potential outcome. In my case,
similar to that of Dosu (2021) in the Ghanaian context, my positionality as an educated urban
middle-class researcher made me an outsider, my physical appearance and demeanour (including
attire, and dialect to match the status quo) helped reduce the distance with my participants
caused by a perceived class gap. The Rohingya refugees often have a philanthropic or “saviour”
image of the foreign humanitarian and development workers. This refugee mindset influenced by
colonial history can facilitate Western researchers’ access to and acceptability of the community.
Moreover, as Howard (1997) argues, participants’ perception is sometimes based on receiving aid
following a study. However, Western researchers should avoid the “White saviour complex,” which
can introduce a hegemonic bias leading to unethical practices and unauthentic data. Additionally,
a researcher’s perceived religious identity can impact trust among participants, with assumptions
that Christianity is more liberal towards gender diversity than Islam.

Though it is important to understand the insider/outsider role in qualitative research in terms of
shared aspects of identity, almost everyone doing research with the Rohingya transgender partici-
pants is an outsider, implying that the researcher does not belong to the refugee camp community
and comes from outside the camp. Next, given the psychological vulnerability of the refugees as
victims of different forms of oppression, it is crucial to have an affective understanding of the Rohin-
gya refugee context, which aids in adopting an ethically and culturally safe approach in interactions.

Ethics of visibility, spatial safety, and compensation

There is a significant risk in imposing Western definitions and “colonialist-infused research method-
ologies” in refugee research (Lenette 2019). Western ethical considerations are not always feasible
in the context of the global South. Therefore, methods and strategies should respond to the indigen-
ous context, i.e. values, geography, local notions about risk and culture, etc. Such a “situated ethics”
(Kaur et al. 2023; Simons and Usher 2000) approach is expected from the global South researchers.
Knowledge of various aspects of situated ethics in the Bangladeshi context will help the researchers
prepare for fieldwork and strategize the implementation of different methods. These indigenous
ethical aspects include contexts such as power outages, internet speed, currency exchange rates, pol-
itical unrest, natural disasters, climate, inflation, local crime rates, and religious and cultural contexts.

The first and foremost ethical consideration of any research involving human participants is redu-
cing the harm of any sort and mitigating any risk to both the participants and the researchers. As
standard protocol, some ethical issues that a researcher should keep in mind in transgender Rohin-
gya context include harm reduction, privacy and confidentiality, informed consent, right to withdraw
from participation, reciprocity, justice and power relations (Lunn 2014). However, obtaining written
consent is not always the best option with the transgender Rohingya refugees as they fear documen-
tation and, hence, identification. Moreover, social stigma and embarrassment of illiteracy can also
influence their stance regarding disclosure (Knapp and Kirk 2003). Therefore, verbal consent or
group verbal consent with the help of the interpreter and/or gatekeeper could be a trustworthy
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strategy to avoid the fear of formalities of written consent among the participants. Simplification of
consent documents/jargon and extended informed consent discussions are two strategies that
proved effective in health research in the global South (Kadam 2017); however, a similar pattern,
such as scoping conversation with the participants, can also be an occasion for the researcher to
explain the purpose of the study in non-expert terms for easy comprehension.

Regarding anonymity and privacy, while some of my transgender participants considered
increased trans-visibility helpful to resist silencing politics of the cisheteronormative system, most
transgender Rohingyas | worked with feel that being visible renders them more vulnerable to
sexual assault and physical harassment, some even contemplating death at the hand of the Rohin-
gya separatist groups. O'Donnell (2022) contends that the carceral environment impacts the lives of
marginalised people, including refugees, leading to instances of death and detention. Therefore, in
research design, location and data collection places (i.e. interviews, focus groups, conversations, etc)
are immensely important to ensure maximum safety and privacy. “If they (local “thugs”) know that
we are transgender, they will find an excuse to rape us”, said Islam (pseudonym). Usually, method/
ethics statements like “interviews will take place at places of your choosing” are a nice way to be
respectful to participants’ preference and minimise coercion; however, sometimes the transgender
Rohingyas might be overwhelmed to assess which place is indeed safe for them, the reason being
the ongoing gender policing and pervasive trans-bashing within the congested camps. Therefore,
redefining the notion of “safety” in the Rohingya context is important for a situated understanding.
One way of looking at it is that in investigations conducted in unstable settings, intersections of par-
ticipants’ identities may generate unpredicted dimensions of safety/danger (Brigden and Hallett
2021). While a café or participant’s home might be considered safe in the Western context, safety
needs to be continuously negotiated for the transgender Rohingya refugees.

Spatiality intersects with the transgender Rohingya participants’ sense of safety. The territorial
governmentality they encounter within the refugee camps within the structures of cis-heteronorma-
tive paternalism and transphobic administrative camp administration (both community-based and
formal) creates what Moran, Turner, and Schliehe (2018) terms as “carceral geography” implying
the multi-scalar structural, political and economic impediments (punitive in nature). It is important
to understand the politics of mobility — how the space shapes and impacts the experience of
the Rohingya hijras inside the refugee camps and how gender identity creates hierarchised space
for the Rohingya hijras. For example, as Islam retorted, “When we stand in the queue for collecting
the monthly food supply on behalf of our parents, we are either not allowed to be in the same line
with other cisgender people, or we are pushed back at the end of the line”. In addition, the aspect of
what Tim Cresswell terms as “friction” (2010) of mobility occurs to Rohingya hijras whenever they go
outside their home in the camps. Their mobility is continuously monitored, obstacles, and chal-
lenged by the territorial heteronormative paternalism leading to harassment, bullying and other
forms of structural violence. The mobility impediment (and sometimes impairments) in the Rohingya
refugee camps experienced by the trans people must also be understood culturally, if not only within
the structural framework of refugee camps. One of the participants reported, “Whenever we go out
to the public space within the camps, we move with fear as we are always bullied by others; they
throw stones at us.” The bodily injury, social exclusion, and debilitating effects that the transgender
Rohingyas are subject to are structural hindrances to their rights of association, movement and other
social inclusions. Though | chose development NGO premises inside camps as the safe interview
location, researchers should assess whether such an organised interview location compromises
the spontaneity among the research participants. Furthermore, involving the participants in deciding
the interview location/ doing a risk assessment will evoke insights and knowledge on the contextual
safety issue of the location and ensure the involvement of indigenous knowledge in risk manage-
ment (Bjarvik et al. 2023). | conducted three interviews outside the camp, primarily following the
advice of my Rohingya participants and in a couple of occasions, their hesitation about a proposed
interview location (Rohingya Cultural Memory Centre) made me rethink how a space is construed in
the intersections of gender, religion and class.
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The issue of the absence of any commuting transportation system within the camps is also some-
thing that should be kept in mind while considering the participant remuneration. Participants’ com-
pensation or remuneration is one of the issues raised by the university Ethics committees/
Institutional Review Boards (IRB). Some guiding values surrounding the question of participant remu-
neration are fairness, care, honesty, and respect (Saleh et al. 2020). Transgender Rohingyas in the
camp are hard off any income-generating sources for their gender identity; however, spending
time with researchers and participating in the interviews might cause harm to their minimal liveli-
hood since they are devoid of the economic luxury of spare time (Bhattacharyya et al. 2018). There-
fore, compensating them for their time is an ethical decision. As mentioned before, Rohingyas are
not allowed to legally use Bangladeshi mobile SIMs, and remuneration through mobile banking is
not a feasible way. Rather, cash-economy/paying cash is the more effective way to remunerate
them. Thus, while Western methods and approaches are not applicable in non-western contexts,
the researchers need to be innovative in ensuring the participants’ cultural safety.

Conclusion

In this article, | tried to give a guideline of some ethical and methodological considerations that
researchers working on transgender lived experience in the Rohingya refugee context can consider
ensuring the participants’ maximum cultural safety and methodological efficacy. Without pretending
that this guideline is exhaustive, | contend that intersectional contexts such as religion, culture, poli-
tics, language, research positionality, existing economic practices, and administrative and security
protocols can provide rich methodological insights into transgender refugee research. However,
as Kai Thaler argues, in the post-conflict zone, reflexivity, temporality, and geography often compli-
cate the methodological replicability and ethical implications (Thaler 2019); researchers often need
to be open and flexible in such academic undertakings with vulnerable communities. Considering
the sheer vulnerability of being transgender and being a refugee in the South Asian context, a
“trauma-informed” approach can help in designing the research interaction. However, the precar-
iousness of being a refugee and a transgender never remains static, nor monolithic, rather
evolves along the line of geopolitical changes. Future investigators therefore need to contextualise
the contemporary political tension in their research design. Adding further perils to the transgender
refugees’ already existing deplorable lived conditions through thoughtless and insensitive research
design would be not only an act of ethical breach but also unwanted pedagogical precedence.

Notes

1. Adnan Hossain defines “hijra” as a publicly institutionalized subculture of people typically assigned male at birth
who may later remove their penis and scrotum and identify as either “not male” or as a woman. This definition
highlights the unique gender identity and cultural role of hijras in South Asia. See (Hossain 2017).

2. Due to community-based living (dera, i.e. a form of ghettoised living) and ritualistic practices, hijras tend to con-
sider them as a separate “publicly institutionalised” subcultural community. Hence, | sometimes refer to the
hijras as “hijra community”. In addition, hijras often participate in the institutionalised and development initiat-
ives as a community. Hijra community-based organisations (CBO) can be mentioned as example.

3. Link to resources on RRRC's activities in the refugee camps including camp-locations in the map https://rrrc.gov.
bd/site/download/a2b22998-870a-4df6-8333-a4563a3bcdad/- (Accessed 8 July 2023).

4. People who understand and/or speak Chittagonian language (Chittagonian language - Wikipedia).

5. Example of Western media representing Rohingya hijras as “transgender - https://www.france24.com/en/live-
news/20220601-trans-rohingya-refugee-fights-prejudice-with-beauty.
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