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LGBT in the Middle East: Marginalised and barely tolerated
Samar Kadi

Beirut

L 

esbian, Gay, Bisexual and 
Transgender (LGBT) com-
munities are increasingly 
insecure and marginalised 
in the Middle East and 

North Africa, where little tolerance 
for homosexuals has been exhib-
ited. Recent incidents, however, 
including a ban of a pride gay pa-
rade in Istanbul, in addition to the 
Islamic State’s notorious brutality 
against homosexuals has brought 
gays’ plight to the forefront.

While gays are relatively toler-
ated in Lebanon and Jordan, they 
remain subject to legal persecution 
elsewhere in the Middle East. All 
Arab countries, with the exception 
of Jordan and Lebanon, have laws 
criminalising same-sex intimate 
relationships. LGBT communities 
remain persecuted in the mostly 
conservative Arab societies, re-
gardless of what the law says.

“LGBT in Lebanon and the Mid-
dle East have always been a mar-
ginalised category. They are dis-
criminated against in the society 
and in the law. Even where there is 
no specific law criminalising them, 
other laws are used, such as pro-
tection of public ethics in Jordan, 
to arrest and prosecute them,” said 
Ghinwa Samahat, executive direc-
tor of Helem, the first non-govern-
mental organisation (NGO) protect-
ing and defending homosexuals in 
Lebanon and the Arab world.

Article 534 of the Lebanese Penal 
Code prohibits “sexual intercourse 
contrary to the order of nature” 
and is used to prosecute LGBT peo-
ple, even though “nature” has not 
been legally defined in Lebanon.

“We had at least three cases 
of homosexuals who have been 
decriminalised in court on the 
grounds that natural sexuality 
is not legally framed. That was a 
progressive development, which 
somehow eased pressure on the 
LGBT community in Lebanon,” Sa-
mahat said.

“Nonetheless,” she added, 
“LGBT are still harassed by po-
lice and persecuted in the society. 
Some are blackmailed. Others are 
fired from their jobs, subjected to 
harassment in the street and repu-
diated by their families.”

Helem, which started as a move-
ment advocating freedom of sexu-
ality in 1998, developed into an of-
ficially registered NGO defending 
LGBT rights. It represents people in 
court and offers judicial consulta-
tions in addition to social services.

Members of LGBT communities 
in the Middle East tend to hide 
their sexuality, fearing persecution 
by society and close family mem-
bers but they are often discovered.

“They are looked upon wrongly 
as homosexuality is often asso-
ciated with drug addiction and 
prostitution and that makes their 
families even more intolerant,” Sa-
mahat said.

“There is a trend that says Leba-
non is more open and tolerant 
to LGBT but this is not true be-
cause Beirut does not represent all 
Lebanon. If you go out of Beirut 
— whether north, south or east — 
there is utter intolerance. Even in-
side Beirut, there are a few spaces 
where they feel more accepted 
and comfortable but still there are 
raids, random attacks and arrests,” 
she added.

Homosexual behaviour is clearly 
recognised as an act of sodomy in 
Islam and it is harshly punished.  In 
some Arab countries punishment 
can include years of imprisonment.

In Egypt, homosexuals are con-
sidered religious, social and even 
legal outcasts. “Our religion views 
same-sex relations as gross vio-
lations of its rules because they 
spread vice and destroy the family 
as an institution,” said Mohamed 
al-Guindy, a member of the Reli-
gious Research Academy, the re-
search arm of al-Azhar mosque. 
“This is why it stipulates a heavy 
punishment for these relation-
ships.”

Nevertheless, homosexuals are 
present — some say in large num-
bers — in the region. They are often 
seen as “social lepers” inside fam-
ily circles and in the wider society.

A homosexual said in a recent TV 
interview that he feels afraid every 
time he goes on the street. “People 
get to know that I am gay from my 

haircut and my clothes,” the man, 
called Rami, told a private Egyp-
tian channel. “They call me names, 
beat me and sometimes steal my 
belongings.”

Political developments in recent 
years added to the suffering of the 
LGBT community in Egypt. The 
regime of President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi, which came to power after 
crushing the Muslim Brotherhood, 
wants to prove that it is more Is-
lamic than the people it removed 
from power, observers said. This 
translated into more restrictions 
on freedoms, including sexual 
freedom.

Social and legal treatment of 
LGBT people is as hostile in North 
Africa where suppression of homo-
sexuality begins at an early age.

Although homosexuality is not 
explicitly a crime in Morocco, Ar-
ticle 489 of the penal code states 
that “licentious acts or acts against 
nature with a person of the same 
sex” can result in prison sentences 

of up to a year.
“In Morocco, the victim must 

pay the price for his own aggres-
sion,” said Ibtissam Lachgar, a 
leading figure in the Movement for 
Individual Freedoms (MALI).

“Most gays hide their sexual 
identity under mask of shame and 
fear. They kiss girls to appear like 
men in the eyes of their friends and 
sometimes insult their fellow ho-
mosexuals when their entourage 
does.”

In Algeria, articles 333 and 338 
of the penal code mandate prison 
terms of up to two years for homo-
sexual relations.

In Tunisia, despite the constitu-
tion allowing freedom of religion 
and consciousness, lesbian and gay 
sexual relations can be punished 
by up to three years in jail. Those 
suspected of homosexual relations 
could be forced to undergo anal 
tests. Nonetheless, a legal organi-
sation has been formed with de-
criminalising homosexual behav-
iour the top priority of this group.

As the country gained freedoms 
after the uprisings of 2011, the push 
for homosexuals’ rights became 
more visible but did not gain tan-
gible support among mainstream 
intellectuals, politicians and artists 
out of fear of a societal backlash.

“I do not see why we should live 
hidden. Our life is a private mat-
ter,” said Ahmed Ben Amor from 
the gays’ association Shams. “Ho-
mosexuality has always been a ta-
boo and systematically repressed 
in the Arab world long before the 
rise of Islamic jihadism,” Samahat 
said, “but now it is more in pub-
lic focus because of (the Islamic 
State’s) practices against gays.”

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly’s 
Travel and Society sections editor. 
Amr Emam in Cairo and Lamine 
Ghanmi in Tunis contributed to 
this report.

A gay pride flag bearing the cedar tree in the middle of it is carried 
by human rights activists during an anti-homophobia rally in 
Beirut on April 30, 2013. 

Members of LGBT 
communities in the 
Middle East tend to 
hide their sexuality, 
fearing persecution by 
society.

Baghdad

E 

ight-year-old Hamzawi 
had a smile on his face 
and a twinkle in his eyes, 
unaffected by the effort 
he was making to remove 

tyres at the car repair workshop in 
Baghdad’s industrial neighbour-
hood. Hamzawi’s father was disa-
bled after an explosion last year and 
the boy has been working since to 
help support his family of six.

“I didn’t have a choice after my 
father’s accident. Work was the only 
option. I tried several jobs before 
and I finally opted to work in car re-
pair,” he said.

Hamzawi considers himself lucky 
to have a job. He gets a daily wage 
of 10,000 dinars ($8) for more than 
eight hours of work a day. “I can-
not deny that I would like to be at a 
school, learning like other children,” 
he said, “but I am not the only one 
working. Many of my friends live 
in the same difficult conditions or 
worse.”

Next to Hamzawi’s workshop is 
a blacksmith shop where Moham-
ad Mortada, 10, is an apprentice. 
The death of his father in a terror-
ist attack forced him to drop out of 
school to earn a living.

He said: “I had only two options 
either lose my family or enter the 
labour market. I believe that in my 
case conditions could not be better, 
most of my relatives are begging on 

the streets or doing tough jobs that 
I cannot.”

The scope of child labour in Iraq 
is obvious in many places includ-
ing garages, factories, garbage col-
lection centres and waste dumps. 
The UN children’s agency, UNICEF, 
has sounded an alarm about the un-
precedented number — estimated 
at more than 575,000 — of children 
working in Iraq. The phenomenon 
is largely due to violence and dis-
placement that affected the income 
of millions of families.

According to UNICEF, the number 
of working children has doubled 
since 1990, the year when Iraq at-
tacked Kuwait, leading to war with 
the United States and its allies and 
sanctions. Then came US-led inva-
sion of 2003 and the sectarian strife 
that continues to this day.

Since the beginning of 2014, al-
most 10% of Iraqi children — more 
than 1.5 million — have been forced 
to flee their homes because of vio-
lence. Nearly one-in-five schools is 
closed due to conflict and almost 
3.5 million children of school age 
are missing out on an education, 
UNICEF said.

Iraqi labour law prohibits employ-
ment of children under 15 but Mor-
tada’s employer, Mohamad Haddad, 
said he believes he is doing the right 
thing. “I don’t think I am violating 
the law by helping a child not to de-
viate to the wrong path. I am trying 
hard to teach him the profession 
so that he can support himself and 
avoid being abused by wrongdoers,” 
Haddad argued.

Bushra al-Obeidi, an Iraqi mem-
ber of the High Commission for 
Human Rights, stressed the “dan-
gerous” situation of Iraqi children, 
arguing that the number of work-
ing minors is much bigger than 
UNICEF’s estimate.

“We have raised the issue in sev-
eral reports submitted to the Iraqi 
government pinpointing the fla-

grant violations committed against 
children in this country but un-
fortunately all red lines have been 
crossed in Iraq and scores of chil-
dren have become the breadwin-
ners of their families and many 
were driven to commit criminal acts 
or are sexually abused,” Obeidi said.

Article 29 of the Iraqi law bans the 
economic exploitation of children 
and imposes huge fines on viola-
tors but the law is not enforced. 

“Despite our calls to implement the 
law, the government’s response has 
been more than poor. We even tried 
to present a draft law for the protec-
tion of children in 2013 without suc-
cess,” Obeidi noted.

According to UNICEF, at least 3.6 
million children in Iraq are at risk 
of death, serious injury, sexual vio-
lence, abduction and recruitment 
into armed groups, an increase of 
1.3 million since 2014.

Member of Parliament Ashwaq al-
Jaf acknowledged authorities’ fail-
ure to ensure the minimum rights 
of Iraqi children for education and 
health care amid rampant insecu-
rity and political uncertainties that 
have left economic activities stunt-
ed and social safety nets disrupted, 
while unemployment and poverty 
have deepened.

“Families and children have 
been the main victims of acute 
economic and security deteriora-
tion that plagued the country in the 
past six years,” Jaf said. “We have 
tried many times to push for a law 
to grant widows soft loans, but we 
were cut short by political differ-
ences.”

Abir al-Jalabi, director of child-
care at the Ministry of Labour and 
Social Affairs, said the ministry will 

be allocating monthly family allow-
ances ranging $90-$300 to allevi-
ate poverty, the main factor behind 
child labour.

“The ministry has also intercept-
ed several cases of abuse whereby 
children were paid very little for 
doing tough and hazardous work. 

Consequently, many factories were 
closed down and their owners 
fined,” Jalabi added.

Oumayma Omar, based in 
Baghdad, is a contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of The 
Arab Weekly.

Iraq’s children, a generation deprived of education
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Hamzawi is among more than 500,000 Iraqi children working 
to support their impoverished families, which have been hit by 
violence, displacement and economic crises.

The scope of child 
labour in Iraq is 
obvious in many 
places including 
garages, factories, 
garbage collection 
centres and waste 
dumps.

Iraqi labour 
law prohibits 
employment of 
children under 15.


