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“People are having lots of other kinds of sex”:
Exploring sexual lifeworlds of LGBTQ+ young
people in Bangladesh

Prima Alam* and Cicely Marston?®

Abstract: A lack of recognition of sexual diversity in Bangladesh continues to
contribute to a scarcity in in-depth research around lived experiences of sexual and
gender diverse young people. In this article, we adapt a phenomenological reflec-
tive lifeworld approach to capture the essential aspects of sexual intimacy as
described by diverse young people. This article is based on qualitative data collected
in Dhaka, Bangladesh over nine months in 2019 as part of the first author’s doctoral
research. Using thematic analysis, we draw on experiences of normative sexual
expectations from biographical in-depth interviews with 14 self-identifying lesbian,
gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, and others (LGBTQ+) individuals aged 18 to

24 years. According to participants, sexual intimacy as experienced by LGBTQ+
young people in Bangladesh meant desiring consensual sexual and romantic rela-
tionships with sexually “matched” partner(s) while navigating heteropatriarchal
sexuality norms. We observed five interlinked themes which encompassed the
sexual lifeworld of young people in our study: desire for romantic intimacy in sexual
interactions; need for discretion when navigating sex and relationships; “matching”
sexual roles in partnerships; challenges to relational power dynamics of masculinity;
and embodying notions of sexual morality. Our findings captured the essence of
young people’s sexual lifeworlds in our study and indicate a universality around
sexual intimacy while still making space for intersections of diverse lived experi-
ences and social orientations. Further research is required to better understand
these nuances in sexual behaviour.

Subjects: South Asian Studies; Gender Identity & Sex Roles; Intimate Relations; Gender &
Development; Health & Development; Health Geography

Keywords: Young people; lifeworld; queer; sexuality; Bangladesh; qualitative research
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1. Introduction

Lived experiences of sexual and gender diverse (SGD) young people are often ignored or over-
looked by mainstream public health research (Bowling et al., 2019; Pollitt et al., 2021; Zeeman
et al., 2019). At the same time, global evidence reveals that SGD individuals confront increased
health risks such as anxiety, depression, and poor mental health as well as higher rates of suicide
(Laiti et al., 2019; Nieder et al., 2020; Searle, 2019; Zeeman et al., 2019). In countries such as
Bangladesh, where discrimination and violence against SGD people is pervasive and ongoing, a lack
of recognition of sexual diversity continues to contribute to a scarcity in research around the
experiences of SGD young people (Khan & Raby, 2020; Rashid et al., 2011).

Procreative heterosexual marriage provides a dominant reference for sexual morality in
Bangladesh (Siddiqi, 2011, p. 4). Heteronormativity—strict gender binaries, compulsory hetero-
sexuality, and procreative marriage normativity—has become inscribed into postcolonial nations’
legal frameworks and gradually established as universal (Karim, 2012; M. Menon, 2018; N. Menon,
2007). Unlike neighbouring India and Nepal, Bangladesh continues to criminalise consensual
same-sex sexual conduct under Section 377 of its penal code as introduced by British colonial
rule. Despite such legislations, multiple sexual expressions are “sanctioned or tolerated or ignored,
as long as such activities remain hidden from the public gaze” and are not seen to disrupt the ideal
of procreative heterosexual marriage (Siddiqi, 2011, p. 4).

Research in the field of sexuality in Bangladesh has focused explicitly on male-to-male sexual
health governed by a global interest in AIDS and disease prevention (Gagnon, 2006; Hossain, 2017,
2020; Siddigi, 2011). Such studies emphasise measuring transmission and responses to interven-
tions, rather than the role of sexuality within young people’s lives (Gagnon, 2006). Furthermore,
categories such as “men who have sex with men” used by public health professionals and donors
do not capture “highly context-specific ways” in which SGD people understand themselves or their
identities (Hossain, 2017; Siddiqi, 2011).

As John Gagnon (2006) argued, public health research can sometimes neglect what sex means
for young people in favour of quantitative measures such as “how often, how many, and did you
use a condom the last time”. This preoccupation with “decontextualised goals and superficial
measures of quality” may risk dehumanising research and practice and often neglects the “life-
world”—a shared and meaningful world of emotions and memories that is textured, embodied
and experienced by us and through us every day (Hemingway, 2011; Hemingway et al., 2015). The
result has been a research focus on causes and treatment of ill health rather than a contextualised
people-centred approach to understanding wellbeing. For example, there is an absence of research
around sexual intimacy and pleasure in general.

There is an urgent need for research examining lived experiences of sexual and gender diverse
communities (Keuroghlian et al., 2017; Laiti et al., 2019; Rashid et al., 2011; Regmi & van Teijlingen,
2015; Zeeman et al., 2019). Such research could shed light on current challenges faced by
minoritised identities as well as culturally sensitive ways of navigating discrimination against
SGM young people in healthcare and policy.

This article aims to explore young people’s lived experiences of sexuality in Bangladesh by
adapting a phenomenological reflective lifeworld research approach, as outlined by Dahlberg
and colleagues (Dahlberg et al,, 2008). In particular, we ask: what are the essential aspects of
sexual intimacy as experienced by young people identifying as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender,
queer, and others (LGBTQ+) in Dhaka, Bangladesh?

2. Phenomenological Approach

Reflective lifeworld research is concerned with how the implicit and tacit become explicit and
heard, and how the assumed becomes problematised and reflected upon. As a methodological
tool with which to reveal and understand the multifarious world of human beings, the overall aim
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Figure 1. Theoretical lifeworld
framework.

of lifeworld research is to describe and elucidate the lived world in a way that expands our
understanding of human experience (Dahlberg & Dahlberg, 2020; Dahlberg et al., 2008). The
concept has been used in several health-related studies looking at different phenomena such as
sexuality and sexual wellbeing (Carlsson-Lalloo et al., 2018, 2021; Klaeson et al., 2012; Thoresen
et al,, 2011). For example, a recent study uses reflective lifeworld research to find that the essence
of sexuality and childbirth as experienced by women living with HIV in Sweden is that perceptions
about contagiousness profoundly influence sexual behaviour and considerations around preg-
nancy and childbearing (Carlsson-Lalloo et al., 2018).

The first author’s doctoral research used a phenomenological lifeworld approach to capture
people’s experience of the world. The lifeworld perspective can be used to explore how the
“experiential side” has a particular meaning for the person and must be attended to in order to
better understand wellbeing (Dahlberg et al., 2008). PA used phenomenology as a tool towards
grasping the meanings that young people give to their everyday experiences of sexuality in order
to gain a deeper understanding of young people’s experiences of sexual health and wellbeing
within the context of their lifeworld.

Figure 1 illustrates the theoretical framework which incorporates these concepts.

Individual characteristics have been labelled as “social orientation” (Ahmed, 2006), as these are
not static and neutral categories, but are what comes into view; not simply given but effects of the
repetition of actions over time. These social orientations, too, interact with and through the
lifeworld. A broad range of factors—such as age, gender, sexuality, and so on—shape embodied
experiences (Ahmed, 2006; Dolezal, 2015). Phenomenological research attempts to reveal these
taken for granted structures as well as the “hidden” assumptions that inform lived experience with
respect to these categories (Dolezal, 2015).

Through the theoretical framework of the study PA situates the five domains of lifeworld at the
centre of analysis as a means of understanding the phenomenon of sexual intimacy as experi-
enced by queer young people in Bangladesh. Lived experiences interact with the lifeworld domains
—shaping, and being shaped by, life events. This study explores “lifeworlds” of participants by
focusing on their descriptions of lived experiences and important life events around sexual
intimacy as identified by the research participants themselves (Dahlberg et al., 2008; Van
Manen, 2016).

The lifeworld framework with its interlinking domains emphasises how a phenomenon is simul-
taneously a part of the embodied, relational, and collective lived experiences across space and
time. Within phenomenology, the intertwining between the “inside” and the “outside” found in our
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embodied perception can be understood as a “double being-in” (Mensch, 2018; Wehrle, 2020). The
embodied self is both subject and object as it experiences worldly things and is also experienced as
a thing in the world (Wehrle, 2020). Our embodiment places us in the world and we internalise this
embodiment through perception (Mensch, 2018). This “double being-in” is of temporal significance
as it enables us to not only experience the present, but also experience a remembered past and
a future that is planned (Wehrle, 2020). The self can be viewed as a phenomenological, temporal
manifestation, and as an agent of interaction and morality (Mookherjee, 2013).

Sedikides and colleagues further elaborate selfhood as the co-existence of “the three selves”—
individual, relational, and collective—so that we find ourselves alternating between “perceiving the
self as a distinct individual, as a relational partner, or as an interchangeable group member”
(Sedikides et al., 2011, p. 98). These selves may not be of equal importance and may have different
motivational utility across space and time. The individual self attributes selfhood as relatively
independent of relational bonds or group memberships, while the relational and collective self
reflects interpersonal attachments shared with close others or ingroups (e.g., kinship, gender,
religion).

It is worth noting the primacy of relational selfhood in shaping notions of sexuality and gender
within the context of South Asian countries like Bangladesh. Here, family is understood as a matter of
extended kinship and co-dependency beyond just the realm of economics (Karim, 2012). Bangladesh
is a highly patriarchal society with men having control over women’s labour, sexuality, income, and
assets in both public and private spheres (Kabeer, 1994; Karim, 2010). Women are often taught and
made to depend on male “guardians”—fathers, husbands, and sons—throughout their lives, which
also contributes to the pressures of upholding the norm of heterosexual procreative marriage (Karim,
2010). Within this context, self-representation may reflect valued attachments to kinship and con-
formity to sexuality norms as influenced by relationships and social groups.

3. Methods

This qualitative, ethnographic study involved interviews and observations by the first author (PA) in
Dhaka, Bangladesh over nine months from February to October in 2019 as part of their doctoral
research. CM guided the research as PA’s primary supervisor. We predominantly draw on themes of
heteronormativity from biographical interviews with LGBTQ+ identifying university students and
young professionals aged 18 to 24.

PA used purposive sampling to recruit 46 young people (aged 18 to 24) of varying social
orientations—gender and sexual identity, religion, educational background, occupation etc.—
based in Dhaka. The recruitment strategy was open and flexible in order to include a diverse
range of experiences. Initially, PA approached potential participants through a range of academic
and personal networks. Local research assistants working with PA were also asked to utilise their
networks to identify suitable individuals who may be interested in participating in the research.
Participants included students at public universities, recent graduates, and young people in full- or
part-time employment (both private and informal: such as teachers, garment factory employees,
shop assistants etc.). Participants lived in different low- and middle-income residential neighbour-
hoods of the city. This included precincts (thana) in Dhaka North City Corporation—such as Badda,
Mohammadpur, Mirpur, and Tejgaon—as well as Dhaka South City Corporation—such as
Dhanmondi, Lalbagh, Motijheel, and Ramna. Of the 46 total interviewees, 14 self-identified as
LGBTQ+. Table 1 provides a summary of participants’ sociodemographic characteristics—including
age, gender identity, sexual orientation, relationship status, religious background, and occupation.

PA conducted in-depth one-to-one biographic interviews with each participant in Bangla, con-
sisting of open-ended questions about lived experiences of gender and sexuality and life history.
Interviews were audio recorded and took between one and two and a half hours. Interview venues
depended on where the respondents lived and were comfortable speaking, such as quiet cafes or
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Table 1. Summary of participants’ sociodemographic characteristics

Characteristic Category Number of Participants
Age 18-21 6
22-24

Gender identity Cisgender man ¢

Cisgender woman ®

Transgender/non-binary

Sexual orientation Heterosexual ©

Gay/lesbian ¢

Bisexual/pansexual

Relationship status Single

In a relationship

Religious background Muslim
Hindu
Christian/Buddhist

Occupation University student

Full-time employment

Informal/part-time employment

Residence Living with parents/family

Living in rented accommodation €

~APlUiU|INIOO O WO VW O|H | OB UT]

Living in halls of residence/on
campus

[e)]

Socioeconomic background Working class/low income

Middle class/middle income

private office space. All respondents provided written informed consent for participation in the
research and were provided with details of local sexual and reproductive health services.

Four research assistants transcribed interviews in Bangla using a verbatim transcription protocol
prepared by PA. Professional translators then translated these transcripts to English. Both Bangla and
English transcripts were reviewed for quality and accuracy by PA and research assistants. PA used
a phenomenological approach to explore sexual lifeworlds as identified and discussed in biographic
interviews with the LGBTQ+ respondents. PA followed a phenomenological thematic approach to
analysis by identifying and synthesising most prominent and recurring themes around sexuality through
line-by-line open coding. PA iteratively coded the interview transcripts using NVivo software and used
the open coding nodes to formulate a codebook which was used for secondary coding through in vivo
and process codes (Saldana, 2015). PA also coded around the five domains of the phenomenological
lifeworld (intersubjectivity, temporality, embodiment, emotions, and space) for more details around
experiences. PA clustered and reviewed codes into common (sub)themes and then analysed how these
related to sexuality. PA then developed an inclusive description of the phenomenon incorporating
common themes.

Ethical approval was granted by the London School of Hygiene & Tropical Medicine, United
Kingdom, and from North South University, Bangladesh. PA obtained informed written consent
from all respondents and used pseudonyms to maintain anonymity. Recordings and documenta-
tion related to the research did not contain any identifiable data.
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4. Results

In the in-depth interviews, sexual intimacy as experienced by LGBTQ+ young people in Bangladesh
meant: “Desiring consensual sexual and romantic relationships with sexually ‘matched’ partner(s)
while navigating heteropatriarchal sexuality norms.”

We analysed five interlinked themes which encompassed the sexual lifeworld of young people in
our study:

(1) Desire for romantic intimacy in sexual interactions

(2) Need for discretion when navigating sex and relationships

(3) “Matching” sexual roles in sexual partnerships and attraction

(4) Challenges to relational power dynamics of masculinity and domination

(5) Embodying notions of sexual morality

4.1. “More than just sex”: Desire for romantic intimacy in sexual interactions

I search for a mental attachment not just a physical attachment. But also, mental attach-
ment and mental satisfaction. (Trishna, 24-year-old transgender woman)

Like Trishna—a 24-year-old transgender woman—all participants reported wanting some degree
of “mental satisfaction” and “romance” with sexual partners when speaking about positive sexual
experiences. For instance, Shayan—a 24-year-old who identified as a crossdressing gay man—
stressed the importance of having a “mental connection” with someone before engaging in sex.
While Shayan participated in what he and other interviewees said they perceived as the norm of
having multiple sexual partners, he reported not feeling “entirely satisfied” as he had wanted to be
dating his partners:

I like it better to be [in a relationship] with someone. In the meantime, I had physical
encounters with a lot of people. But I was never entirely satisfied living like that. It was more
that I found it necessary, or everyone else in the community is like that. (Shayan, 24-year-
old gay man)

When speaking about his first sexual experience, Badol—a 20-year-old pansexual transgender
man who used to identify as a lesbian woman—also vividly remembered feelings of romantic love
and commitment for their partner which led to sex:

When you are with the person you love, you feel butterflies in your stomach. When you are
with the person you love everything is possible. I was determined that if I want someone as
my life partner, I want her. (Badol, 20-year-old transgender man)

Trishna recalled always wanting romantic interactions, such as holding hands and kissing, with
someone she was interested in romantically: “I used to think we would go somewhere, hold hands
or kiss. Or maybe we could hang out somewhere. Go to watch movies.”

Farhana—a 23-year-old lesbian woman—only had what she described as “room dates” with
women she was dating or “crushing on”. Like other respondents, she explained that she was
looking for romantic connections with sexual partners rather than “one-night stands”.

James—a gay student—on the other hand, was “very curious” about “random hook ups” when
he first became sexually active: “In the beginning, it seemed very surprising to me that I could just
have a one-time hook up with a person.” At the same time, James mentioned that he had always
been attracted to men whom he found to be intellectually stimulating and thus regarded himself
as “sapiosexual”—someone sexually attracted to intelligent people: “I think that even from my
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childhood, I was a sapiosexual. At that time, I didn’t even know this term ‘sapiosexual’. Now
I know it. I understand it.”

According to participants, learning the terminology around sexuality and different relationship
styles assisted them in explicitly finding and asking for what they wanted from partnerships. For
example, James further mentioned preferring “foreplay” more than “the main anal thing” as he
reported felt it was “more romantic”. Although he recognised that he enjoyed “foreplay” a lot,
James said he was not always able to negotiate this during his earlier hook ups with his partners
because he “did not know these terms”. However, he was able to use other terms to accurately
describe what he enjoyed:

I actually get more pleasure out of foreplay than the main anal thing. It’s more romantic ...
In the beginning, with the hook ups, as far as I can recall some people used to do foreplay,
but most were just doing their own thing. At that time, I did not know these terms, like
foreplay. So, I would just say that I liked kissing and hugging, these things, very much.
(James, 23-year-old gay man)

Participants were also able to express their preferences for being in either monogamous or
polyamorous relationships. Trishna, for example, explained that although she thought polyamory
was commonplace within the queer community, she did not like this style of relationship and
intentionally sought a monogamous relationship: “I'm mono [monogamous], I'm not poly [poly-
amorous]. I don’t like polyamory. He [my partner] has to be mono.”

4.2. Need for discretion when navigating sex and relationships

Things are so underground here. It is easy for us to meet up and hook up. Nobody will even
know about it. (James, 23-year-old gay man)

James elaborated why he thought open relationships would be “more practical” within the context
of the gay community in Bangladesh where men can—and, according to James, do—discreetly
“meet up and hook up” with other men. James said he would not break up with someone if they
were to hook up with other men. However, he would rather be told about this than find out from
others:

In order for the relationship to work out [open relationships are more practical]. ... If my
boyfriend hooks up with someone else, I don’t have to break up with him. But he has to tell
me that beforehand so that I don’t hear about it from other people. (James, 23-year-old
gay man)

Auvi—a non-binary student—mentioned discretion around sexuality as something inherent within
the queer community due to wider concerns about safety and stigma. As such, they explained that
it was easier to negotiate relationship parameters—such as polyamory—within the queer com-
munity because of this overall level of discretion “about sexual things”. They themself had wanted
to explore polyamory within their own relationship but found it more difficult to negotiate with
their monogamous heterosexual male partner who was not a part of the queer community:

I wasn’t able to explore that for myself because my partner was monogamous, and I don’t
want to be and that’s something I've negotiated for a while. But being discreet is something
that’s very common about sexual things especially in the [queer] community. They’re able to
find people to have one-night stands with or people in the community who are also
polyamorous. (Auvi, 22-year-old non-binary person)

Badol also spoke about a “discreet” gay friend who presented as a “straight guy” with whom he
was sexually involved. Badol felt comfortable to explore his dominant side by anally penetrating
his friend with a strap-on. Badol remembered realising that not only did he enjoy being a “hard
dom” but also that he felt he was “completely a man” during sex:
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I have a friend from my area. If you see the guy, he will seem like a straight guy. But actually
he is a bottom. And he is quite discreet about his sexuality but he knew that I loved this. So,
I had a physical relationship with him and had sex using a packing strap-on. That’s when

I realised that I love [being a topl. That’s when I realised, I am completely a man and I am
getting complete pleasure from this. (Badol, 20-year-old transgender man)

Shayan explained that the logistics of same-sex hook ups were sometimes “easier to manage”
than straight ones. Shayan gave the example of a time when he went over to a partner’s flat as
they lived alone. Although the partner was concerned about the neighbours seeing the two of
them together, Shayan explained that people wouldn’t think anything of it:

The thing is, we are both boys. People don’t usually think anything of a situation like that.
You can always say that a cousin was visiting you, or something like that. I look a lot
younger than him as well. He was a lot older than me. So, it really wasn’t such a big deal.
(Shayan, 24-year-old gay man)

Before her transition, Trishna’s first long-term relationship was with man whom she lived with for
a year. She said that it had not been difficult to keep their relationship a secret from neighbours as
people assumed the two were bothers: “They [neighbours] thought we were brothers. I had just
started my counselling [for gender dysphoria] by the end of our relationship. But I didn’t start my
medication at that time.”

Badol explained how he was able to have his first sexual experience with his girlfriend when he
used to identify as a woman:

I went to her place in Tangail. She introduced me as her best friend and told her family that
I was there for work. Her mother knew that I was working for [a human rights organisation].
I went there as a girl, and they took it normally [were not suspicious]. I stayed there for two
days. That was my first time, and actually that’s when I understood how two girls can have
a physical relationship with each other. (Badol, 20-year-old transgender man)

However, Badol was only able to stay at his girlfriend’s home once during their eight-month
relationship: “We met up a lot, but we were only physical once.”

As a teenager, James would meet other gay men online from cybercafes and arrange meet ups
to have sex. The first time James hooked up with someone online, he arranged to go to an
unknown location for sex as suggested by his date. James was told that the landlord of
a nearby saloon did not care who rented out the rooms for hook ups:

[He said,] ‘There is a three-storey market. On the third floor, there is a saloon.” And in that
saloon, apparently if anyone wants to hook up or do something like that - straight or gay -
they don’t care. They just give you a room. If you wanna do stuff, you can do it. (James, 23-
year-old gay man)

Auvi reported that there was far more communication around sex within the queer community.
They advocated for more open communication about sexuality and sexual desires between sexual
partners outside of the queer community as well: “A lot of people are having lots of other kinds of
sex and they don’t really know how to be safe for it. There needs to be a lot more communication
around sexuality between people that are being sexual.”

4.3. “Matching” sexual roles in sexual partnerships and attraction

There are many who like you to really be a man, because they like manly men. There are also
many who prefer more feminine men role-playing as women ... (Shayan, 24-year-old
gay man)
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Queer participants identified as dominant/tops or submissive/bottoms within sexual relationships
and looked for sexually compatible partners who identified as the opposite. All respondents
described their sexual role as fixed. For example, Badol stressed that he always thought of himself
as a top and hated the idea of being submissive during sex.

Shayan mentioned that he had known he was a “pure bottom” from the time Hijra members of
his dance group had described him as a “kothi”—a term used by the Hijra community for
effeminate gay men who want to be penetrated during sex:

They said that, ‘You are a kothi.” What it means is, those of us who are gay bottoms. They are
also called kothis. It was from them that I learnt that boys could have this kind of rela-
tionship together. It was from them that I found out about all this. (Shayan, 24-year-old
gay man)

James was introduced to the terminology of “top” and “bottom” (in English) during his first gay
sexual experience. However, he knew immediately that he wanted to do “bottom stuff”:

At that time, I didn’t even know what was ‘top’ and what was ‘bottom’? He [first sexual
partner] asked me, ‘Are you top or bottom?’ I said, ‘I have no idea. I don’t understand.’ I had
never even heard that term before. Anyway, after that, he explained things to me, and

I knew I felt like doing bottom stuff. After he had explained, I said, ‘I am this. I am bottom.’
(James, 23-year-old gay man)

In terms of navigating sexual compatibility, Shayan suggested that this happened “automatically”
because he was not attracted to “feminine men”:

I am pure bottom. I have never [done anything elsel. I have never wanted to change my
role, nor do I have any plans to do that. So, that is how I am. I will not be attracted to any
feminine man. I like a man who is masculine or manly. So in that case, automatically that
issue gets taken care of. (Shayan, 24-year-old gay man)

For James, however, there was not always such a clear-cut distinction between his sexual attrac-
tion towards men and his role as a “pure bottom”: “Surprisingly, you can’t always tell right from
the beginning [whether someone you like is a top or bottom].” As an example, James spoke about
his attraction towards “typical twinks”—young slim attractive gay men—who often also identified
as bottoms. As such, he was able to appreciate them as “eye candy” but not as sexually
compatible partners:

The thing with me is, I really like the typical twinks, and it invariably turns out that the
typical twinks are most often bottoms. But they tend to be very much eye candy and since
eye candy usually looks good, it is just for looking at, and I like looking. (James, 23-year-old
gay man)

James also shared a situation where his friend, also a bottom, wanted to start a romantic relation-
ship with him. James thought that such a relationship would be short lived as neither partner
would be satisfied:

At one stage, he really liked me and he really wanted to be in a relationship with me. Then
I said, ‘Look, the thing is we are both bottoms. What would we do if we went into
a relationship? The relationship would not last very long.’ (James, 23-year-old gay man)

Similarly, Badol—who used to identify as a straight woman at the time—and his ex-boyfriend

ended their romantic relationship after finding out that they were not sexually compatible as both
wanted to be dominant during sex:

Page 9 of 18



Alam & Marston, Cogent Social Sciences (2023), 9: 2185305 ﬂ-_‘ Cogent o SOCia| Sciences
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311886.2023.2185305

I actually wanted to take control while having sex. I mean, I wanted to be dominant and my
partner to be submissive. He didn’t want that. So, there was a problem in our relationship
because of this. There was a distance between us. (Badol, 20-year-old transgender man)

Farhana recalled the lack of sexual compatibility the first time she had sex with her girlfriend had
attempted to be dominant: “She [girlfriend] couldn’t turn me on, that’s why we broke up. Because
I wasn’t turned on by her during our room date [to have sex].”

She reflected on her sexual inexperience and not knowing what she liked or what she was
supposed to do. Instead of exploring their preferences further, her partner at the time saw this as
a rejection and broke up with Farhana:

I was like very naive. I was like super naive. I couldn’t figure out what I was supposed to do.
It wasn’t coming naturally to me. I wasn’t uncomfortable, but I didn’t know anything.
Because I had never been intimate with anyone before so I didn’t know what to do. She
[partner at the time] thought that was a rejection. And she told me that I wasn’t her type.
I know now why she said that. (Farhana, 23-year-old lesbian woman)

Badol recalled wanting to be in a relationship with someone who identified as a “tomboy”. She
explained to Badol that it was not possible to be in a relationship with “another tomboy”.

She said, ‘T am also a tomboy.’ I wasn’t aware of this term. I just knew the term lesbian. [She
explained that it was] a girl who thinks of herself as a guy [rather than] a girl. I said to her, ‘I
think of myself as a guy that means I am also a tomboy.’ She replied, ‘Then how is it possible
to get involved in a relationship with another tomboy?’ She said, ‘If I were a bit girly then she
could consider me for a relationship.” (Badol, 20-year-old transgender man)

4.4. Challenges to relational power dynamics of masculinity and domination

Masculine behaviour is more common among tomboys and trans men. They are more
patriarchal [and dominating]. In order to make themselves appear more manly they adhere
to patriarchy so much that you end up hating them. (Farhana, 23-year-old lesbian woman)

According to participants’ perceptions and experiences, queer relationship dynamics were shaped
by inequitable patriarchal norms, with some individuals reproducing heteronormative behaviour to
appear more “masculine”. Not only did participants report viewing sexual roles as gendered and
needing to be “matched” by partners, but they also commented on how these gender roles had an
impact on their relationship dynamics. Farhana expressed that masculine-identifying queer people
associated dominant patriarchal behaviour with masculinity.

Auvi also mentioned receiving sexual interest from men because of their androgyny but then
wanted them to be more “feminine” and “submissive”:

They were interested in the fact that I was ‘exotic’ and then uninterested in me when they
were unable to make me into the woman that they wanted me to be. ... They would come
into the connection being like, ‘I like you as you are’ but then it would be like, ‘You have to be
more feminine. You have to be more submissive.” (Auvi, 22-year-old non-binary person)

Transgender women participants, Ria and Trishna, brought up relational moments where they
most felt like “the girlfriend” or “the wife”. Ria—who often presented as male in public—men-
tioned feeling like “the girlfriend” when a male schoolfriend would be dominating and “aggressive”
towards her as this indicated that he had romantic feelings for her. This included times when the
schoolfriend would have heated arguments with her as well as physically hurting her. During
Trishna’s first relationship, she remembered feeling like her ex-boyfriend was “the husband and
I was the wife”. This meant that while they were living together, Trishna managed most of the
household chores—such as cooking and laundry—that were she claimed were typically carried out
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by women while her partner focused on chores outside of the house—such as shopping for
groceries.

Shayan described an issue within the gay community where bottoms confronted broader
problems that “women of Bangladesh typically face” within relationships. He argued that many
tops wanted to dominate bottoms not just during sex but in all aspects of the relationship:

In the straight community, males are dominant, and for us, tops are dominant. The kind of
problems that women of Bangladesh typically face; these are the same for the bottoms in
my community. (Shayan, 24-year-old gay man)

James described wanting a “balanced” relationship in terms of decision making with a romantic
partner:

I don’t want to totally dominate the relationship. There are some points on which I want to
be dominant. There are some points on which he can be dominant. The thing should be
balanced. When one person starts taking the lead in everything, then the whole thing
becomes toxic. (James, 23-year-old gay man)

Farhana reported being exasperated by what she perceived to be paternalistic behaviour from
“tomboys”—masculine presenting lesbian women:

[They think that,] ‘Since I am the guy, I will protect you. When you’re crossing the street, you
won’t stand on the side with oncoming traffic.” Why? Do you think I don’t know how to cross
the street? Were you helping me cross streets all those years that I haven’t known you?
(Farhana, 23-year-old lesbian woman)

Farhana had not wanted to be in an open relationship until she began dating her current girlfriend.
During this relationship Farhana said she began to realise that she was “both masculine and
feminine”. While she wanted to express her sexuality and gender within her relationship, Farhana
was unable to do so with her primary partner because they were “totally masculine” and did not
take the issue seriously:

It’s like our choices didn’t match. There was also some problem when it came to our attitude
towards each other. I'm both masculine and feminine. But my partner is totally masculine.
So, maybe my feminine part was satisfied with her. But my masculine part was not. But
whenever I brought this topic up with her, she laughed it off. I mean, she did not take it
seriously. It’s one kind of disrespect. I felt ridiculed. All these insults made me feel distant
from her. She ruined [our relationship] for me with her dominating and patriarchal beha-
viour. (Farhana, 23-year-old lesbian woman)

As a non-binary person assigned female at birth, Auvi said they found sexual experiences with
cisgender men to be highly gendered—where men were expected to be dominant and women to
be submissive. They said that having to “perform as the woman” during sex made the experience
less enjoyable for them:

When I did have sex, I was usually performing as the woman. There’s also a lot of
connotations that come with what being feminine means. I don’t know. That takes away
from the experience for me. (Auvi, 22-year-old non-binary person)

They elaborated further by sharing their growing discomfort at having to perform the role of
a woman, “even when you’re on top”:

The older I got, I wasn’t comfortable being seen as a woman, so I wasn’t comfortable
constantly having to perform that role even when you’re on top, this is how it looks and all of
that. (Auvi, 22-year-old non-binary person)
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Auvi identified as a “soft dom” and was not comfortable being too “aggressive” in sexual spaces.
They described how this was something they were negotiating with their straight-identifying male
partner:

I've gotten a bit more aggressive in sexual spaces and that’s also something I'm not
particularly comfortable with because I'm a very soft dom ... I'm exploring like what it
would be to use a strap on or to actually dominate my partner, actually talk about it and
dominate my partner.

4.5. Embodying notions of sexual morality

I have a very weird relationship with sexuality, where hypersexuality can be like a form of
self-harm for me and also just not engaging. It has also just been a few times where I've
sort of cleansed myself or just tried not to have another person in my space as a way to just
be OK with myself again. (Auvi, 22-year-old non-binary person)

Participants associated experiences of sexual pleasure with casual partner(s) outside of romantic
relationships with feelings of regret, guilt, and naivety. Several respondents reported regretting not
“protecting” their bodies from certain casual sexual encounters. Like Auvi, others also reported
that they associated having a lot of sex—particularly “casual sex”—with “self-harm”, and asso-
ciated celibacy or sex within a monogamous relationship with self-protection. Auvi reported that
their sexual behaviour was heavily influenced by their mental health as well as how they felt about
their own body. They recalled how too much sex was like “self-harm” whereas celibacy felt like “a
way to just be OK with myself”.

Shonali, a bisexual student, stated the importance she placed on staying with one sexual partner
—in her case, a heterosexual man—for life. In Shonali’s case, she reported feeling that she could
not possibly be with “anyone else” after engaging in sexual intercourse with her boyfriend. She
explained that this view stemmed from what she perceived as parental expectation of monogamy:

I used to have this perception - you know, the one parents have, that if you have something
[sexual] with someone, you have to stay with them. You can’t think about anything else. ...
It was because I had sex with him and I thought that ‘oh my god, I cannot go back to
anyone else’. (Shonali, 21-year-old bisexual woman)

According to gay participants, however, this expectation of monogamy was not universal. As
Shayan explained, it was very common for gay men to casually date multiple partners, unlike
“Bangladesh’s straight culture”:

Like in Bangladesh’s straight culture, it is not normal to date someone today, and date
someone else another day. This is not normal in the straight culture of Bangladesh. But this
is quite normal in my [gay] community’s culture - that I am dating someone today, and
tomorrow I might of course date someone else. (Shayan, 24-year-old gay man)

Nineteen-year-old transgender student, Ria, who had recently started attending queer events also
suggested that many people within the gay community were “crazy for sex”. She noted that
people would speak very openly about sex at these events:

There’s a lot of people in the [gay] community who go crazy for sex. Like, when I go to any
community event, people will always be talking about sex. [They’ll ask,] ‘How many times
have you done it [had sex]? Who did you do it with?’ (Ria, 19-year-old transgender woman)

However, Ria equated these open discussions about “promiscuous” behaviour as something

“respectable” people did not participate in. She said that because she was “respectable” and
came from a “respectable family”, she did not want to engage in, or speak about, casual sex
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with people she did not know: “I come from a respectable family ... I am respectable. I only share
myself [sexually] with those I am close to.”

Both James and Shayan reported engaging in casual “hook ups” with multiple people. Despite
this, they described feeling guilty for having had sex with people they did not know rather than sex
with long-term monogamous partners. Shayan remembered feeling like “a prostitute” during
certain sexual interactions and felt “quilty afterwards”:

You just meet someone and right away you [have sex] ... I have never liked this. I feel guilty
afterwards. I feel as though - it’s like being a prostitute or something. It’s as if someone
comes there, sleeps with me, and then he goes off. For me, this feels very demeaning.
(Shayan, 24-year-old gay man)

James reflected on his earlier sexual experiences and being “very curious” about the newness of
everything. However, he regretted having a lot of casual sex:

What I now regret in my life - is that at that time, out of curiosity, I met up with a lot of
people. And I also hooked up with a lot of people, to be frank. I now feel that I should not
have done that. (James, 23-year-old gay man)

James expressed his guilt over having multiple hook ups as “giving up” his body and not “protect-
ing” it better or “saving it for the right person”: “I feel guilty that I so easily gave up my body to
people. This is what bothers me. Like, I should have protected it better. Maybe saved it for the right
person.”

Moreover, James considered the negative health implications having “too many hook ups” in
hindsight:

How many people I have hooked up with to date, is something that I cannot give a proper
account of. But if I attempt to count that, I think it would be more than fifty or sixty people.
So, I think that there is a risk involved here. There are of course health issues for us. There is
the matter of HIV/AIDS. For that reason, now I feel that at that time I was very young; I was
very naive. (James, 23-year-old gay man)

5. Discussion

Our study shows how sexual intimacy as experienced by LGBTQ+ young people in Bangladesh
consists of a desire for consensual sexual and romantic relationships with sexually “matched”
partner(s) while navigating heteropatriarchal sexuality norms. The statement captures the essence
of young people’s sexual lifeworlds in our study and indicates a universality around sexuality while
still making space for intersections of diverse lived experiences and social orientation (Ahmed,
2006; Dolezal, 2015).

In terms of norms, participants in our study acknowledged that openly discussing or displaying
queer sexual desire was a taboo as it went against prevailing heteropatriarchal sexuality norms.
Other authors also note that the dominant discourse in Bangladesh is that sexuality is private and
shameful (Camellia et al., 2021; Khan & Raby, 2020; Siddiqi, 2011). Consequently, it may be difficult
for young people to articulate nonnormative sexual desires (Karim, 2010). According to our
research, young people appeared to have three avenues of navigating their queer sexual desires
within the structure of dominant sexuality norms: conforming to heteronormativity and rejecting
queer desires; implicitly rejecting heteronormative expectations and concealing nonnormative
behaviours while passing as heteronormative; explicitly rejecting heteronormative expectations
and being visibly queer. The authors analyse these categories further in their article examining the
framework of heteronormative “straightening devices”—mechanisms working to direct people
towards heterosexuality, gender conformity, and procreative marriage—to identify structures
upholding normative sexual behaviours and see how young people in Bangladesh navigate these
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in their everyday lives (Alam & Marston, 2023). As our participants all self-identified as LGBTQ+,
none of them reported explicitly rejecting queer desires, although they remembered questioning
and suppressing these desires at different stages of their lives while growing up.

Our data demonstrate a complexity in having to conceal queer desire. Discretion is considered
a safer option than visibility and is, therefore, a widely accepted way of being within the queer
community. At the same time, there is a constant fear of being found out. A recent ethnographic
study looks at how heterosexual young people in Bangladesh use silence around sexuality as
a way to circumvent uncomfortable conversations with parents and protect good boy/girl image
(Camellia et al., 2021). For sexual and gender diverse young people, the burden of concealment is
often more pronounced due to insecurities about being “discovered” to be queer with subsequent
familial and social ramifications. In this way, our findings echo studies showing an association
between sexual orientation concealment and internalisation of mental health problems such as
depression, anxiety, and distress among young people (Pachankis et al., 2020). As a recent study
explains, the absence of social safety—reliable connection, inclusion, and protection—has adverse
health consequences for SGD people because of the long-term negative effects of chronic threat-
vigilance (Diamond & Alley, 2022). Once stigmatised individuals realise that some people consider
them “abnormal”, all people must be approached with new caution. Furthermore, evidence from
global research suggests that lack of supportive environments at home, in school and healthcare
settings further compounds the emotional challenges of living outside of heteronormativity (Bidell,
2014; Day et al., 2019; Earnshaw et al., 2016; Fantus & Newman, 2021; Keuroghlian et al., 2017;
McDermott et al.,, 2021; Ryan et al., 2010). Adverse health implications such as trauma, depression,
anxiety, and suicidal thoughts as described by all participants in our studies are also widely
reported in mainstream research on LGBTQ+ experiences (Barragdn-Medero & Pérez-Jorge, 2020;
Bowling et al., 2019; Earnshaw et al., 2016; Kuper et al,, 2018; Laiti et al., 2019; Lancet, 2011;
Nieder et al., 2020; Regmi & van Teijlingen, 2015; Rivers et al., 2018; Searle, 2019; UNFPA, 2014;
Zeeman et al., 2019).

As Siddigi (2011) explained, certain sexual behaviours are tolerated or ignored as long as these
remain hidden from the public gaze and do not disrupt the visible order of things such as the ideal
of procreative heterosexual marriage. Ahmed (2006) suggested that to be found out as queer
constitutes a “failure” to perform heteronormativity and achieve social respectability reserved for
those who are seen to visibly conform. In other words, not being presumed as heterosexual or
cisgender means that an individual has to “unbecome” heterosexual or cisgender (Ahmed, 2006).
This deviance is often narrated as a loss of the possibility of becoming happy and, from a lifeworld
perspective, can offer insight into meanings of wellbeing. As only cisgender heterosexual relation-
ships are considered socially legitimate within the context of Bangladesh, these less-tangible
aspects of the queer lifeworld of love and romantic partnerships require further exploration.

Our findings around relational power dynamics associated with sexual roles are indicative of
a plurality of lived experiences and needs within the queer community. Heteropatriarchal sexuality
norms were more challenging for some participants than others. For instance, we observed
parallels between widespread inequitable gender roles and those described by feminine-
identifying queer participants—including transgender women, gay bottoms, and femme-lesbians.
Conversely, participants mentioned hegemonic masculinity as predominantly perpetrated by
transgender men and gay tops. It is important to address these differences in sexual behaviour
based on “matching” sexual roles in order to gain a deeper understanding of sexuality within the
context of Bangladesh. It is also relevant to consider how sexual and gender diverse young people
conceptualise and form romantic partnerships when these are not considered legitimate within
wider society. What does this mean for current sexual health interventions? A better understand-
ing the relational dynamics within the spectrum of LGBTQ+ community is essential to ensure
health interventions are tailored correctly.
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Against the backdrop of upholding respectability and honour through sexual abstinence before
marriage, our data demonstrate a link between young people’s understandings of heteropatriar-
chal sexual morality and the type and frequency of queer sexual interactions. Having sex with
someone one is close to is considered more aligned with sociosexual norms than having sex with
multiple unacquainted partners. Too many “casual hook ups” for those being penetrated meant
a failure to “protect” their bodies which is equated to self-harm and a lack of self-respect, for
instance. Reflections on past sexual experiences outside of romantic partnerships also predomi-
nantly centred on dissatisfaction with one’s own “promiscuous” behaviour and negative emotional
consequences such as feelings of guilt and shame. As a result, there was very little discussion
around sexual pleasure, particularly outside of monogamous relationships. This can partly be seen
from the lens of internalised shame, which is fundamentally an embodied experience shaped by
larger social and political contexts (Dolezal, 2015). There was also a sense of permanence in the
experience of embodied shame, “I have deviated from sexual norms by disrespecting my body and
my body remembers my failure to protect it.”

On the other hand, participants perceived positive experiences of sexual intimacy as driven by
desire for romantic or “intellectual” connection with potential sexual partners. Our data show that
young people desired sexual intimacy with partners they are acquainted with and felt close to. This
corresponds with a recent study on of college students reported nonphysical aspects of partnered
sex—such as emotions, trust, connection with partners—to be as pleasurable as more physical
aspects—such as bodily sensations (Beckmeyer et al., 2021).

As with global research, our study reveals how perceived and actual discrimination contributes
to chronic minority stress and places SGD young people at risk of adverse mental health outcomes
(Goldbach et al., 2021; Green et al., 2021; Inderbinen et al., 2021). Our analysis explored negative
emotions around discretion, safety concerns, and stigma over heteropatriarchal sexual morality.
Similarly, a systematic review of transgender populations reveals links between self-stigmatisation
and mental health stressors while “community connectedness” was a strong protective factor for
mental health (Inderbinen et al., 2021). It is vital to continue investigating associations between
lived experiences of sexuality and mental health concerns among LGBTQ+ youth as well as
identifying effective resilience and coping mechanisms (Ahmed, 2006; Earnshaw et al., 2016;
Goldbach et al.,, 2021; Green et al., 2021; Inderbinen et al., 2021; Kuper et al,, 2018; Ramirez
et al,, 2020; Rivers et al., 2018; Zeeman et al., 2019). How can we promote community connected-
ness while acknowledging that queer visibility presents real safety concerns for SGD youth, for
example? Further exploration of how interventions promoting mental health can be adapted in
a Bangladeshi context.

This study examined lived experiences of self-identifying LGBTQ young people in Dhaka within
the phenomenological lifeworld framework. Although some of the participants grew up in different
areas of the country, most of the narratives referring to public spaces and health services were
based on urban settings. As such, further research is needed to understand the experiences of
peri-urban and rural areas where young people may be facing different challenges. Similarly, we
were unable to recruit intersex people, gay men who identified as “tops”, or individuals from the
Hijra community and their experiences should also be investigated in future work (Hossain, 2017;
Zeeman & Aranda, 2020). Another avenue of research could be to explore nuances of experiences
around visibility and concealment as a spectrum by purposively recruiting “closeted” and “out”
respondents. From a phenomenological standpoint, it would be useful to explore each of the five
themes in more depth to better understand the various aspects of these lived experiences. Given
that our research focus was lived experiences of young people, we could not address the perspec-
tive of other actors—such as healthcare professionals or parents of young people. Examining
structural challenges may provide more context-specific information on how to effectively advo-
cate for the rights of queer young people. Due to the dearth of research on sexual and gender
diverse young people in Bangladesh, we had to rely on reviewing global literature. As many of
these other studies were based in high-income countries, the recommendations need to be further
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examined to be applicable in Bangladesh. Likewise, while we reported—and carefully translated—
verbatim terminology as used by our participants, it was outside the scope of this article to
examine how their use of language may have impacted meaning construction. It would be
beneficial to further explore normative “global” discourses and anglophone linguistic hegemony

of queer experiences (Kao, 2021; Siddiqi, 2011).
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