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(Iran, Iraq, Yemen, Mauritania, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, 
Sudan, Somalia, Nigeria, and United Arab Emirates), many 
of them following Sharia law, to be accused of homo
sexuality can result in the death penalty (Nossiter 2014; 
Rupar 2014). In each case around the world, the govern-
ment or dominant religious group determines the status 
of LGBTQ members of society. The reality is that deviation 
from a society’s gender norms, such as attraction to a 
member of the same sex, may cause one to experience 
minority status. (See Figure 9.3.)

Some members of the LGBTQ community deviate 
from traditional notions of masculinity and femininity 
and therefore from significant norms of many societies. 
This may result in hostile reactions and stigma from the 
dominant group. Indeed, homosexual epithets are often 
used to reinforce gender conformity, particularly among 
men, and to intimidate anyone who would dare to be dif-
ferent from the norm. Because, in many societies, 
women are economically dependent on men, their sta-
tus in society is typically based on their relationship 
with men. Therefore,  lesbians—women who are 
attracted to other women—are, in some instances, per-
ceived as a threat to men’s power (Burn 2011; Ward and 
Edelstein 2014).

The mass media have begun to include LGBTQ charac-
ters in films such as Behind the Candelabra (2013), Dallas 

A transsexual (Hijra) dances at a gathering in Bangladesh, where a 
group met in the capital to demand government action to provide 
legal protection from persecution. Hijras are treated as social outcasts 
but assigned a special status. They typically earn a living by singing, 
dancing, and other performances.

©
 REUTERS/Rafiquar Rahm

an

No specific legislation

PERSECUTION
Death penalty

Imprisonment

RECOGNITION
Marriage

Equal (almost equal)
substitute to marriage

Clearly inferior substitute
to marriage

ASIA

AUSTRALIA

SOUTH 
AMERICA

AFRICA

EUROPE

 Iraq
Persecution by
organized non-
state agents

 USA
Marriage equality
now across the
United States

NORTH
AMERICA

 Russia
“Propaganda law” restricting freedom
of expression and association

FIGURE 9.3  Lesbian and Gay Laws Around the World, 2015

Source: International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans and Intersex Association (2015).

crime (as in 38 out of 54 African nations today and in most 
states in the United States during much of the 20th cen-
tury). In at least 10 countries in Africa and the Middle East 


