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5- Focus on the positive
We all have misconceptions of many social groups. We should, however, always 
aim to represent the most positive in people and to avoid essentializing these 
individuals through these stereotypes.

6- Community support
As social workers and service providers, our ultimate goal is to support the most 
vulnerable, the most marginalized, and those most in need of support. We should 
center our support on their needs, not on their sexual orientation or gender 
identity.

7- Universality of services
We should treat everyone equally. We should discriminate against no one on 
the basis of our personal convictions. Providing services to everyone without 
discrimination makes us more humane.

Conclusion

This guide presented the basic information necessary to understand LGBT 
individuals, the stereotypes developed around them, and how we can improve 
service provision without discrimination.
This document does not aim to change anyone’s beliefs, but rather to help improve 
the professionalism, transparency, and comprehensiveness of the service that we 
provide. If we can be part of the social justice change process, if we can do so 
without discrimination against any social group, then we become more humane 
and we can help create a world without injustice.
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UNIVERSAL DECLARATION FOR HUMAN RIGHTS

Following the Taif agreement, shortly after the end of the civil war in Lebanon, 
the Lebanese constitution was amended on the 21st of September 1990. This 
amendment included the introduction of a preamble to constitution with 10 basic 
clauses, the most important of which was the one that stated that the Universal 
Declaration for Human Rights is an integral part of the Lebanese Constitution:

“Lebanon is Arab in its identity and in its association. [...] Lebanon is also a 
founding and active member of the United Nations Organization and 
abides by its covenants and by the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights. The Government shall embody these principals in all fields and 
areas without exception.”

Some of the most important articles of Universal Declaration for Human Rights 
are the following:

Article 2:
“Everyone is entitled to all the rights and freedoms set forth in this Declaration, 
without distinction of any kind, such as race, color, sex, language, religion, 
political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status. 
Furthermore, no distinction shall be made on the basis of the political, 
jurisdictional or international status of the country or territory to which a person 
belongs, whether it be independent, trust, non-self-governing or under any other 
limitation of sovereignty.” 

Article 7:
“All are equal before the law and are entitled without any discrimination to equal 
protection of the law. 
All are entitled to equal protection against any discrimination in violation of this 
Declaration and against any incitement to such discrimination.”

The declaration entails several commitments for the states that sign it. The main 
commitments regarding LGBT people include:
1- Protection of individuals against homophobic and transphobic acts of violence
2- Prevention of torturous, harsh, inhumane, or demeaning treatment
3- Decriminalization of homosexuality
4-  Prohibition of discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation and/or gender 
identity
5- Protection of freedom of thought, peaceful assembly and demonstration, and 
organizing for all LGBT people.4

4 http://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/BornFreeAndEqualLowRes.pdf

UNIVERSAL ACCESS TO SERVICES

As mentioned above, it is clear that LGBT people struggle with stigma and 
discrimination. They are deprived of their rights at many levels, if not to say that 
they are persecuted. Service providers need to be aware of this reality, if they 
wish to be part of the social justice process, they need to be aware.
Service providers need to create safe environments for beneficiaries. This can be 
achieved through capacity building workshops for employees and social workers 
which are focused on how to treat people equally regardless of how they feel 
about their identities, or their conviction about it.

1- Knowledge of the facts
It is fairly easy to access adequate information and facts about such subjects if 
the person refers to correct and scientific sources. All service providers need to 
understand what sexual orientation and gender identity are, the misconceptions 
surrounding them, where they come from, and the truth behind them.

2- Awareness of attitudes and behavior
We need to have a comprehensive awareness of our attitudes and behavior 
when working in service provision centers. We were all raised in societies that 
don’t accept difference easily, even within diverse societies such as the Lebanese 
one where a diverse set of classes, sects, cultures and customs coexist. To be 
able to accept and operate within diverse environments helps us to work with 
different communities, as well as to perceive LGBT people are humans that only 
differ in identity or their affinities. Such an approach is essential for our work to 
be professional. 

3- Carefully choosing our words
It is important to use non-offensive terms when addressing a beneficiary. We 
should not use the term “pervert”, or any other term with negative connotations 
when speaking or referring to someone. We also need to respect how the person 
self-identifies, particularly when addressing transgender individuals. For instance, 
if we are talking to a transwoman who refers to herself as a woman, we need 
to respect that and address her in the female form. If in doubt, we can ask the 
person how they prefer to be addressed.

4- Raising awareness
If we know about these subjects more than our colleagues, we should always try 
to spread this knowledge as wide as possible within our working environment.
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HOMOSEXUALITY AND THE LAW

Same-sex practices are legally criminalized in Lebanon, though the law is 
ambiguous. 
Article 534 of the Lebanese Penal Code states the following: “Any sexual 
intercourse against the laws of nature is punishable with imprisonment for a 
period of one month to one year, as well as a penalty ranging from 200 thousand 
Lebanese Pounds to one million Lebanese Pounds.”

This code was introduced during the French protectorate over Lebanon. It is a 
literal translation of the French law and has not been revised since. 
In general, police officers do not raid homes. However, if they wish to do so, they 
are legally allowed to stop a person randomly in street because they suspect 
them of homosexuality (or any other “crime”) and drag them to the police station 
for investigation. With such a law in place, homosexuals remain vulnerable to 
police harassment, whether they are having sex or not.

This law contributes greatly to the state of impunity enjoyed by those who decide 
to attack, blackmail, or rob homosexuals. When a homosexual person finds 
himself or herself in such a situation because of their sexual orientation, they 
prefer not to report it to the police for fear of being persecuted themselves for 
being gay.

Achievements at the legal level:
Over the last few years, however, we have witnessed a few exceptions to this 
general trend:
In 2009, Judge Mounir Suleiman advised, in a court rule, that homosexual 
relationships should not be considered as “against nature”. Judge Suleiman based 
this opinion on the idea that a relationship between adults cannot go against the 
rules of nature, before explaining in the accompanying text the difference and 
the authorities that determine what is natural and what is not. 

In another case, on the 28th of January 2014, a single judge criminal court in 
Jdeitdet al Metn, Naji Dahdah, ruled in favor of a transwoman accused of having 
sex with males. In his ruling, he indicated that the defendant identifies as a 
woman whereas article 534 applies to same-sex practices only 1.

1 http://www.legal-agenda.com/article.php?id=683&lang=ar

Furthermore, on the 3rd of September 2015, the Court of Civil Appeals in Beirut 
issued a court order in favor of a transman’s request to correct his registration 
details at the census office. The Court of Civil Appeals, presided by Judge Janette 
Hanna, stated that a person should be able to change reference to their sex for 
the sake of their psychological, sexual, developmental, and social wellbeing.

In her ruling, Judge Hanna, emphasized three main points:

1- the obligation to free a person from psychological and social suffering

2- the fundamental and natural right to receive treatment for any physical or 
psychological case they are suffering from

3- a person’s right to privacy and to have it protected from invasion.

On the 5th of April 2016, a single judge criminal court in Metn, presided by Judge 
Hicham Kentar, issued a court order to cease prosecutions against a defendant 
accused of violating article 534 of the penal code. This clause is generally used 
to criminalize homosexual acts 2.  

These developments should not be interpreted as the new norm. Nor should it be 
assumed that all judges will be as progressive legally in their rulings. Homosexuals 
are still legally perceived as criminals. They are still vulnerable and are subjected 
to torture in prisons and detention centers, as it is documented in Helem’s report 
following the Agha Hammam incident 3.

2 http://www.legal-agenda.com/article.php?id=1538&lang=ar



1312

STIGMA AND DISCRIMINATION

Stigma: refers to negative attitudes towards a certain group of people leading to 
intolerance towards them. Stigma can lead to negative actions and discrimination.

Discrimination: refers to acts which deprive people of their human rights and 
access to services.

Below are some of the effects that stigma and discrimination may have on socially 
marginalized communities such as LGBT people:
Let us first try to imagine a simple scenario that has nothing to do with LGBT 
people:

How do overweight people perceive themselves? Why?
Advertisements, pharmaceutical companies that work to promote weight loss 
products and ideal beauty standards, beauty pageants, all promote one image 
of what a beautiful person can look like, namely thin.
How often does an overweight person hear remarks about how they should 
lose weight? Everyday, right?
In your opinion, how do overweight people see themselves? Do they consider 
themselves beautiful?
When a stereotype is reinforced strongly enough, individuals will start to 
believe and internalize it.

To go back to the subject of LGBT people, how often does an LGBT person 
hear negative things being said about them? As it is the case with any other 
marginalized community, LGBT people see stereotypes about their identity 
being repeated everywhere.

What do they hear?
That they are perverts, that they are against religion, that they destroy society, 
bad, perverts, sick, can never have romantic relationships, always after sexual 
gratification, etc.
Growing up with such stereotypes, some people end up believing what is said 
of their identities and themselves. They may develop low self-esteem and start 
repeating what society says about them. It should come as no surprise then 
that some homosexuals call themselves perverts or deviant.

Discrimination against marginalized groups deprives people of:
v Access to safe housing
v Access to job opportunities
v Access to health services
v Social integration
v Ability to build lasting friendships and romantic relationships
v Access to social activities.

Stigma and discrimination prevent people from expressing themselves and their 
needs. They fear being rejected or looked down on, so they are less likely to ask 
for help when they need it, avoid visiting health centers, or avoid talking openly 
about their needs if they do go to these centers.

Are homosexuals more likely to have suicidal thoughts?
Communities that are subjected to stigma and discrimination are more likely 
to be struggling with stress, which often leads to depression and even suicide. 
The correlation between homosexuality and suicide is caused by social rejection 
rather than the nature of sexual orientation. An Analogy
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10. Homosexuality will destroy humanity
Diversity and difference enrich societies. Homosexuality and heterosexuality 
represent the diversity of sexual orientation. As mentioned before, a person’s 
orientation cannot be changed; therefore, the presence of homosexuals has 
no bearing on the sexual orientation of heterosexuals, so they will not affect 
reproduction or the future of humanity in that sense.

11.  HIV was caused by gay men
The first person to ever be identified as carrying the Human Immunodeficiency 
Virus (HIV) in the eighties was a gay man. The virus has since been associated 
with homosexuals. However, it is common knowledge now that people from all 
different groups and classes are susceptible to contracting HIV. The increased 
number of infections within the homosexual community is mainly due to the 
inadequacy of state and civil society awareness campaigns, which focus primarily 
on heterosexuals. This problem is further aggravated by the limited access that 
gay men have to health services, for fear of discrimination and marginalization.

4. All gays are effeminate and all lesbians are masculine 
This is a common misconception. The way we walk, dress, and talk has nothing 
to do with our sexual orientation. Media representation has played a big role in 
reinforcing this misconception of homosexuals, mainly for comical purposes. We 
may encounter “feminine” gay men and “masculine” lesbians, but we may also 
come across “masculine” gay men and “feminine” lesbians.

5. Gay men are pedophiles who rape children
Pedophilia has nothing to do with homosexuality. A pedophile does not distinguish 
between boys and girls, and they may assault both. Homosexuality, on the other 
hand, is defined as an attraction between two consenting adults.

6. Bisexuals are just confused
Bisexuality is a sexual orientation that is just as legitimate as homosexuality and 
heterosexuality. A bisexual person desires males and females equally. This does 
not necessarily mean they desire both sexes simultaneously, nor does it mean 
that they wish to have a sexual relationship with individuals of both sexes, nor 
does it mean that they cannot be satisfied with one sex, satisfaction and desire 
are two different things. 

7. A transgender person transitions in order to be able to have relationships 
with the opposite sex
The reason why people identify as transgender is related to that person’s self-
identification as a woman, a man, or another form of gender identity. This identity 
is irrelevant of the partner the transgender person desires emotionally or sexually. 
In fact, a transgender person can be homosexual, bisexual or heterosexual.

8. Homosexuality is a concept that was imported from the West
Homosexuality is limited to neither a country, nor a civilization, nor a culture. 
Overt references to homosexuality abound in Arabic literature from the pre-
Islamic era (Jahilliyya), to the Umayyad and Abbasid eras.

9. Homosexuality is contagious and the numbers of homosexuals are 
indeed increasing
A person cannot be infected with homosexuality, for homosexuality is not a disease. 
It is impossible to change the sexual orientation of a heterosexual person, just 
as it is the case with a homosexual person. The increase we are witnessing is, in 
fact, an increase in the visibility of homosexuals, mainly due to more visibility in 
the media, as well as advocacy for rights and protection.
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MYTHS AND FACTS

There are many myths and stereotypes that are woven into homosexuality 
and transgender identities, due to poor knowledge of facts and information 
on the subject. The roots of the problem lie in the absence of educational 
programs, but also in the role of religious institutions, outdated notions of 
psychology, customs, traditions, and the fear of others.

Below, we will attempt to address some of the myths surrounding 
homosexuality and transgender identities:

1. Homosexuality is a disease that can be cured
Homosexuality was removed from the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of 
Mental Disorders (DSM), the reference that is used by psychiatrists around 
the world, at the turn of the last century. It is therefore not an illness, and 
cannot be cured. Moreover, many therapists attempted to change the sexual 
orientation of homosexuals and all have failed. It has been scientifically 
proven that sexual orientation cannot be changed.
At a more local level, the Lebanese Psychiatric Society (LPS) and the Lebanese 
Psychological Association (LPA) issued two statements emphasizing the 
damage which could result from any attempts to change individuals’ sexual 
orientation. Both statements indicated that homosexuality is not a disease 
and cannot be cured.

2. Child molestation is the reason behind homosexuality
Many theories were developed to explain the origin of homosexuality. 
However, there is no scientific evidence of any particular factor that leads 
a person to become homosexual, heterosexual, bisexual, or asexual. 
This is also true for child molestation, there is no evidence linking it to 
homosexuality among adults. Many survivors of child molestation never 
became homosexuals, and most homosexuals have not been molested as 
children.

3. Homosexuality is sexual desire
Homosexuality is a form of sexual orientation. Sexual orientation is not 
limited to sexual encounters or the desire to have sex. As we have mentioned 
above, sexual orientation is an emotional and sexual attraction. A person 
may decide to have an emotional and/or sexual relationship with another 
person, or they may choose not to.

BASIC DEFINITIONS

Sexual orientation: Emotional and sexual attraction to someone, whether 
that person is of the same sex, the opposite sex, or people of both sexes.

Gender identity: A person’s self-identification as man, woman, agender, 
or genderqueer according to the relevant social definition of gender, 
regardless of their biological sex or their sexual orientation.

Heterosexual: A person who is emotionally and sexually attracted to 
someone of the opposite sex.

Homosexual/gay/lesbian: A person who is emotionally and sexually 
attracted to someone of the same sex.

Bisexual: A person who is emotionally and/or sexually attracted to people 
of both sexes. 

Intersex: A person who is born with a reproductive or sexual anatomy
that does not fit the typical definitions of male or female.

Transgender man: A person who was born a female but identifies as a 
man.

Transgender woman: A person who was born a male but identifies as a 
woman.

Transsexual: A person who underwent, or has taken the decision to undergo, 
cosmetic surgeries to change their biological sex.

Homophobia: A form of hatred of homosexuals, it is often translated into 
active efforts to prevent homosexuals from accessing their rights.

Transphobia: A form of hatred of transgender individuals.
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INTRODUCTION TO GENDER AND SEXUALITY

We are all born and raised in a society dominated by a stereotypical 
perception of what constitutes a family, namely a father, a mother, and 
children. We are brought up with the belief that this is the best and most 
adequate model for a healthy life.

To illustrate, we start to prepare for a baby’s arrival even before they are 
born. If they are expecting a boy, parents will buy blue clothes and toys 
associated with power and violence, such as footballs and toy weapons. 
The room will be decorated with posters and items relating to superheroes, 
such as Superman and Batman. When expecting a girl however, everything 
will be reversed, colors will be bright and pink, toys will consist of dolls that 
represent impossible physical models of girls, as well as Disney princesses, 
such as Cinderella and Snow White. Other toys will be restricted to 
simulations of kitchenware and make-up products.

In fact, we draw a very specific image of what it is to be a male or a female, 
and then we expect our children to conform to this expectation. It is as if we 
have drawn their lives for them before they were even born. A boy must be 
tough, violent, and macho, whereas a girl must be beautiful, soft, thin, and 
aware of her responsibility to do household chores. 

What if, however, our expectations are not met? How do we react? Are we 
entitled to define our children’s lives? What if their happiness lies in the 
adoption of a different lifestyle than that which we have set for them?
We may want for our children to get married and have kids. What if they 
decide not to do as we wish? What if they are incapable of having children? 
What if they do not wish to have children? What if they do not wish to 
get married? What if their sexual orientation is different from what we 
expected?

Sexuality is not limited to sexual orientation. It is in fact an integral part of 
a person. Sexuality includes a wide range of human experiences, including 
family relationships, dating, sexual behavior, physical development, 
procreation, sex, sexual fantasies, body image, and so much more. In brief, 
sexuality is an essential and natural part of a person’s life, and in all age 
groups.

OBJECTIVES

Over the past few years, the Arab Foundation for Freedoms and Equality 
(AFE) has been working closely with service providers and service providing 
organizations by providing Sexual Orientation and Gender Identity (SOGI) 
trainings. The aim of these trainings is to improve access to comprehensive 
services for all social groups.

This guide explains what sexual orientations and gender identities are, the 
stereotypes that are associated with them, and finally the negative effects 
of stigma and discrimination.

The primary objective of this guide is to improve access to comprehensive, 
professional services for all marginalized social groups, as they are often 
the most in need of such services.
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In Action: We often talk about equality and social justice, we are active in 
human rights organizations. We want to transform our discourse into action so 
that we can create change, become part of the change process, and no longer 
discriminate against each other.

This guide is dedicated to all activists in humanitarian organizations. It is the 
product of our years of experience working with humanitarian organizations and 
active members of these organizations.
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