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Bhumika Shrestha spent nearly two decades pressing

Nepal’s institutions to recognise gender minorities before

entering one of those institutions herself. Her public life

began in rights advocacy, where identity documents, social

stigma and access to state services were recurring

problems. In 2026, she became Nepal’s first openly

transgender member of the federal House of

Representatives through the proportional-representation

list of the Rastriya Swatantra Party. The milestone was

historic, but its deeper meaning lies in what came before it:

years spent arguing that recognition on paper matters only
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when institutions actually change the way they treat people.

Shrestha’s political entry came from a long background in civil-

society activism, particularly through the Blue Diamond Society

and campaigns around legal recognition for gender and sexual

minorities. The U.S. Department of State recognised that work in

2022 with an International Women of Courage award, noting her

advocacy since 2007 and her successful effort to change her own

citizenship record from “other” to female.

Her current parliamentary role places her inside the Law, Justice

and Human Rights Committee. That position connects directly

with the issues she spent years addressing from outside

government: documentation, equal treatment, legal recognition

and the gap between rights formally recognised and rights that

function in everyday administration.

Growing Up Without Clear Language

Shrestha has spoken publicly about growing up in Kathmandu at a

time when information about transgender identity was far less

accessible than it is today. The internet had not yet made personal

stories, health information and community networks easy to find.

For people who do not fit the gender assigned to them, the

absence of language can become one of the first barriers. A person

may know that the expected role feels wrong while having no

socially accepted vocabulary through which to explain why.
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This confusion is intensified when family, school and public

institutions all assume that identity is simple and fixed.

School and Social Stigma

Gender nonconformity often becomes visible first in social spaces

such as school, where children learn quickly which behaviour is

treated as acceptable. Shrestha has described discrimination and

stigma during her youth.

Bullying is not merely an interpersonal problem. It teaches people

that safety may require concealment.

For many transgender adults, later activism grows partly from

remembering how much easier life might have been if institutions

had provided support rather than punishment.

Finding Community

Shrestha became involved with organised advocacy through

Nepal’s gender and sexual minority movement and the Blue

Diamond Society. Community organisations provided both

language and collective strategy.

This shift is important. A problem experienced privately can

appear like an individual failure until other people reveal the same

pattern.
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Once discrimination is recognised as structural, advocacy moves

from self-protection toward institutional change.

Nepal’s Early Legal Breakthroughs

Nepal became internationally known for several landmark legal

developments concerning sexual and gender minorities,

particularly after the Supreme Court’s 2007 decision directing the

state to recognise a third gender and protect the rights of sexual

and gender minorities.

The ruling was significant in a region where many countries

continued criminalising same-sex relationships or refusing legal

recognition of gender diversity.

But court recognition was only the beginning. Government

systems still had to decide how citizenship documents, passports,

education records and other databases would implement the

principle.

The Gap Between Rights and
Administration

Legal progress can create a misleading impression that equality

has been achieved. A constitution or court order may recognise a

right while local offices interpret the rule inconsistently.
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For transgender citizens, this gap can appear during routine

interactions: obtaining citizenship, applying for a passport,

registering for education or accessing healthcare.

Shrestha’s activism repeatedly focused on this administrative

layer where legal principles either become practical or disappear.

Identity Documents

Few objects reveal the relationship between state and citizen

more clearly than identity documents. They determine how a

person is represented inside official systems and can affect travel,

banking, employment and access to services.

Shrestha herself experienced the difficulty of having documents

that did not reflect her identity. She eventually succeeded in

changing her citizenship marker from “other” to female.

The distinction illustrates an important debate within transgender

rights: recognition should expand choice rather than force

everyone into a single third-gender category.

Why “Other” Was Not Enough

Nepal’s third-gender category was historically important because

it created legal space outside the male-female binary. Yet not

every transgender person identifies as third gender.
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A transgender woman may seek recognition as female, while a

transgender man may seek recognition as male. Treating “other”

as mandatory can become another form of misclassification.

Shrestha’s own documentation case helped make this distinction

visible to policymakers and the public.

Advocacy During Political Transition

Shrestha’s activism unfolded during major political change in

Nepal, including the end of monarchy, constitutional restructuring

and the move toward federalism. Periods of political transition

create both instability and opportunity.

When constitutions, laws and institutions are being rewritten,

excluded groups can demand recognition that older systems never

provided.

Nepal’s gender and sexual minority movement used this opening

to push for explicit constitutional protection and inclusion.

The 2015 Constitution

Nepal’s 2015 Constitution included protections related to gender

and sexual minorities and strengthened the formal basis for

equality claims. International observers frequently cited these

provisions as comparatively progressive.
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The existence of constitutional rights, however, did not settle

practical issues around marriage, documentation, healthcare or

employment.

Shrestha’s public work remained necessary because constitutional

language and lived equality are not the same thing.

COVID-19 and Vulnerable Communities

During the COVID-19 pandemic, Shrestha advocated for the needs

of LGBTQI+ communities in both policy and grassroots relief.

Crisis conditions often expose weaknesses that remain less visible

during normal periods.

People working in informal sectors, estranged from families or

lacking secure housing can face disproportionate hardship when

mobility and income suddenly collapse.

Emergency policy that assumes every household is stable and

every citizen fits conventional family structures can leave

marginalised people behind.

International Women of Courage

In 2022, the U.S. Department of State named Shrestha one of its

International Women of Courage awardees. The award recognised

her long advocacy on gender minority rights, social justice and

policy inclusion.
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International recognition can amplify an activist’s voice and

provide greater access to institutions. It can also create the

illusion that the underlying problem has been solved because the

advocate has been celebrated.

Shrestha’s later political career demonstrates the opposite:

recognition became another platform rather than an endpoint.

From Activist to Candidate

Entering electoral politics changes the nature of advocacy. Civil-

society activists can focus on a defined set of rights and apply

pressure to institutions from outside. Candidates must join parties,

accept collective platforms and respond to a much broader range

of public issues.

Shrestha eventually joined the Rastriya Swatantra Party, a

relatively new political force that expanded rapidly in the 2026

election.

The move placed her rights advocacy inside a partisan structure

rather than an independent civil-society organisation.

The 2026 Election

In March 2026, the Election Commission confirmed the new

House of Representatives, including Shrestha among the

proportional-representation members elected through the Rastriya
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Swatantra Party. Her entry was widely reported as the first time

an openly transgender person had entered Nepal’s federal

Parliament.

The official parliamentary profile lists her as an RSP member

elected through proportional representation and assigned to the

Law, Justice and Human Rights Committee.

This changed her institutional position dramatically. She was no

longer only asking lawmakers to listen; she had become one of

them.

Why a First Matters

Political firsts have symbolic value because they change public

imagination. A group that has never seen someone like itself in a

national institution can suddenly point to a concrete example.

But symbolism can become misleading if it is mistaken for

structural equality. One transgender MP does not mean

discrimination has disappeared.

The milestone matters most when it creates room for more people

rather than remaining exceptional.

The Proportional-Representation System

Nepal’s proportional-representation system is designed partly to

improve inclusion across groups historically underrepresented in
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direct elections. Parties submit lists that must meet constitutional

and legal requirements around representation.

Shrestha entered Parliament through this route rather than by

winning a geographic constituency.

The mechanism demonstrates both the strength and limits of

institutional inclusion: it can create representation quickly, but the

categories through which inclusion is organised do not always

map neatly onto every marginalised identity.

The Category Problem

Nepal’s electoral inclusion framework recognises categories such

as women, Indigenous nationalities, Dalits, Madhesis, Tharus,

Muslims and Khas Arya groups. Gender and sexual minorities do

not have a standalone proportional quota in the same way.

Shrestha’s election therefore occurred through overlapping

categories rather than a dedicated mechanism for transgender

representation.

This does not diminish the result, but it shows that institutional

design remains incomplete.

From Protest to Procedure

Activism often rewards public clarity: identify the problem, name

the institution responsible and demand action. Parliamentary work
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is slower.

Committees, bills, amendments, party caucuses and negotiations

shape what can actually move forward. An MP may agree strongly

with a reform and still lack the votes or procedural opportunity to

enact it immediately.

For Shrestha, this means the skills that made advocacy visible

must now be combined with legislative patience.

The Law, Justice and Human Rights
Committee

Her assignment to the Law, Justice and Human Rights Committee

places her close to subjects that shaped her earlier career.

Committees are where much parliamentary scrutiny and detailed

policy discussion takes place away from headline speeches.

This can make committee work more consequential than dramatic

floor statements. Technical language, implementation questions

and institutional accountability are often examined there.

For a former rights activist, the committee creates a direct route

from lived experience into legal scrutiny.

Representation and Expectations

Minority representatives often face an unfair expectation to speak

for an entire community. No transgender person can represent the
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full range of transgender experiences, just as no single woman or

ethnic representative can embody everyone in that category.

Shrestha’s own background, class, geography and organisational

history shape her perspective. Other transgender Nepalis will

have different priorities and political views.

Representation is strongest when it creates plurality rather than

assigning one person the burden of becoming a complete

spokesperson.

Identity Politics and Broader Governance

Once inside Parliament, Shrestha is responsible for more than

LGBTQI+ issues. National legislators encounter budgets,

infrastructure, foreign policy, education, health, taxation and

oversight.

This is an important transition for any activist entering office. A

narrow advocacy identity has to expand into general public

responsibility.

How successfully she makes that shift will shape her political

career beyond the symbolism of being first.

The Social Attitudes Behind the Law

Legal recognition cannot eliminate social stigma alone. Families,

employers, schools and healthcare workers still make decisions
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based on attitudes that may change more slowly than legislation.

This is why public visibility matters alongside policy. Seeing a

transgender person in Parliament normalises an identity that

many citizens may previously have encountered only through

stereotype.

Visibility is not a substitute for rights, but it can make rights

easier to imagine socially.

Healthcare and Dignity

Transgender people often face healthcare barriers ranging from

disrespect and lack of provider knowledge to limited access to

gender-affirming care. Nepal’s legal progress has not

automatically produced a comprehensive medical system for

transgender health.

Parliamentary engagement can influence standards, funding and

public-health policy, but medical implementation depends on

professional training and administrative systems as well.

The issue illustrates again how rights require cooperation across

institutions.

Employment and Economic Inclusion

Legal recognition matters little if people remain excluded

economically. Transgender Nepalis may face discrimination in
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hiring, workplace culture and access to formal employment.

This can push individuals toward precarious or informal sectors,

reinforcing social stereotypes in a self-perpetuating cycle.

Economic inclusion therefore belongs inside any serious equality

agenda.

Marriage and Family Law

Nepal’s courts and administrative institutions have made

important moves on marriage equality, but implementation has

evolved unevenly and legal clarity remains a continuing subject of

debate.

For lawmakers, family law involves questions of registration,

inheritance, adoption and recognition across government systems.

These are precisely the kinds of areas where symbolic support

must eventually become detailed legislation.

The Danger of International Praise

Nepal is often celebrated internationally as unusually progressive

on LGBTQI+ rights in South Asia. The praise is not entirely

misplaced, given landmark court decisions and constitutional

language.
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But international comparison can lower domestic expectations.

Being ahead of neighbouring countries does not mean

implementation is sufficient.

Shrestha’s career embodies this tension: Nepal can be regionally

progressive and still require constant advocacy from people whose

rights are supposedly already recognised.

The Parliamentary Record Ahead

As of September 2026, Shrestha’s parliamentary career remains

new. It is too early to judge its long-term legislative significance

by symbolic milestones alone.

The more useful measures will be concrete: committee work, bills,

amendments, oversight and whether administrative barriers

affecting gender minorities become easier to resolve.

Political representation becomes meaningful when it changes

institutional behaviour.

From Being Counted to Making Rules

Shrestha’s public journey can be read as a long argument about

visibility. First came the struggle to understand and express her

own identity, then the fight to have documents recognise it, and

later the effort to help other people receive equal treatment.
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Parliament adds a new layer. She now participates in an

institution responsible for creating the rules that once defined her

from outside.

The Difference Between Presence and
Power

Entering Parliament creates visibility, but visibility does not

automatically create legislative power. MPs work through party

hierarchies, committees, voting numbers and government

agendas, all of which determine whether an individual proposal

advances.

This distinction is especially important for minority

representatives because public expectations can become

unrealistic. A first-ever MP may be expected to resolve problems

that require entire ministries, multiple laws and years of

administrative reform.

Shrestha’s effectiveness therefore has to be measured through

what she can influence within those constraints rather than

through symbolism alone.

Building Alliances Across Parties

Rights legislation often requires support beyond one party

because social questions outlast electoral majorities. If reforms

are identified too strongly with one political organisation, they can
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become vulnerable when governments change.

Shrestha’s civil-society background may be useful in building

relationships across party lines, particularly around human rights

and administrative reform. The ability to translate lived

experience into language colleagues can support is a different skill

from public campaigning.

Durable equality usually emerges when rights become

institutionally normal rather than partisan.

The Committee as a Working Arena

The Law, Justice and Human Rights Committee gives Shrestha a

less visible but potentially important platform. Committees can

request information, examine bills and question implementation in

more detail than full House debates allow.

This kind of work rewards preparation rather than symbolism.

Legal wording, budget implications and administrative

responsibility become central.

For someone whose activism was shaped by bureaucratic failure,

this procedural environment may be particularly relevant.

The Burden of the “First”

Firsts often receive more scrutiny than people who follow them.

Supporters may treat ordinary mistakes as disappointments to an
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entire community, while critics may use one person’s performance

to generalise about whether representation was worthwhile.

This burden is unfair because no other MP is expected to validate

an entire gender category through personal performance. The

long-term goal should be enough diversity that one transgender

politician can simply be one politician among many.

Shrestha’s historic status is therefore most valuable if it eventually

becomes less exceptional.

Legal Recognition Is Only One Layer

Transgender equality also involves safety, housing, healthcare,

employment and family life. Correct documents are foundational

because they affect access to these systems, but they do not

eliminate discrimination inside them.

Parliament can influence legal frameworks, while professional

bodies, employers and local governments determine much of daily

implementation. This requires policy work across several sectors

rather than one dedicated “LGBTQ issue.”

Shrestha’s challenge is helping mainstream those concerns into

ordinary governance.
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What Her Term Can Establish

As of September 2026, Shrestha is still early in her first

parliamentary term. The record is therefore developing rather

than settled.

The strongest outcome may be less dramatic than a single

landmark law. Repeated committee interventions, improved

administrative procedures and stronger precedent for future

candidates can matter cumulatively.

Political inclusion often becomes durable through routine more

than spectacle.

From Symbolic Representation to
Legislative Routine

The most durable effect of Shrestha’s parliamentary presence may

come when issues affecting transgender citizens are discussed

without requiring every debate to begin by defending the

community’s right to exist. Mature inclusion means moving from

recognition toward ordinary policy questions: healthcare

standards, documentation procedures, workplace protections and

family law. The subject becomes governance rather than

exception.

That transition depends on other MPs becoming familiar with the

issues as well. One representative can introduce evidence and
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lived experience, but legislative normalisation occurs when

colleagues across parties treat the problems as part of mainstream

public administration. This is why committee work and cross-party

relationships may matter more over time than symbolic speeches.

Shrestha’s term also creates a precedent for future candidates.

Political parties can no longer claim that transgender

representation is unimaginable at the federal level. Whether the

precedent becomes a pattern will depend on recruitment, party

structures and whether future candidates can compete without

being treated only as identity symbols.

The Long Measure of a Historic First

Historical firsts are often evaluated too quickly. The election itself

becomes the achievement, and the years of ordinary legislative

work afterward receive less attention. Yet the quality of that work

determines whether the milestone expands confidence in

representation or remains a singular event.

For Shrestha, the challenge is therefore double: perform the

ordinary duties expected of any MP while also carrying public

expectations attached to being the first openly transgender federal

lawmaker. Those expectations are unequal, but they are part of

the political reality she now navigates.

The fairest long-term assessment will come from the same

evidence used for other legislators—committee participation,
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policy work, oversight and constituency or public

engagement—while recognising the additional institutional

barriers her presence helped expose.

The long-term significance of her presence will therefore be

visible in two directions at once: in the policies she helps shape

and in whether future transgender candidates are treated as

ordinary political participants rather than unprecedented

exceptions. A successful first should eventually make the second

less remarkable.

Bhumika Shrestha’s election matters because it changes

who is visibly present in Nepal’s lawmaking system. The

harder test comes after the historic first: whether

representation can be converted into procedures,

protections and institutions that make ordinary life less

difficult for the people whose struggles made that first

necessary in the first place.

Originally published by Nepal Digest - https://nepaldigest.com/bhumika-shrestha-transgender-activist-parliament-
nepal/
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