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Abstract

The existence of gay men is undeniable in Iran; however, Iran’s Islamic law consid-
ers same sex relationships a crime punishable by the death penalty. The aim of this
study is to use a qualitative approach to gain a more in-depth understanding of the
coping strategies adopted by gay men living in Iran under systematic suppression
based on each individual’s subjective experiences, feelings, intention and beliefs. A
semi-structured interview in Farsi (Persian) language was used to gather the quali-
tative data. Twenty-three men who identified themselves as gay and who currently
live in Iran were interviewed for this study. Transcripts of the interviews were sub-
jected to analysis using thematic analysis. The key themes that emerged as coping
strategies were: risk taking; internalized oppression; travelling/leaving the country;
social networks and family of choice; mental health and psychological therapy and
medication; social class; and developing a new identity. The implications of these
findings are discussed.

Keywords Gay culture - Gay men - Iran (Islamic Republic of) - Systematic
suppression - Thematic analysis - Qualitative research

Introduction

Matsumoto and Juang (2017) observed that a group of people living in an isolated
location under certain environmental conditions will adapt by developing survival
techniques which contribute to the formulation of a new society. This new society
will comprise its own beliefs and code of conduct as it evolves to form a unique cul-
ture. One example of such a society is the gay community in Iran, which has estab-
lished its own behaviours and beliefs. LGBT individuals in Iran have been suffering
from systematic suppression and discrimination for decades and, in order for them
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to survive, like any other minorities and isolated groups, they have formed a unique
culture.

While some may consider homosexuality to be a relatively new Western phenom-
enon, a brief look at the history of same-sex relationships in Iran reveals that it is,
in fact, prevalent throughout Iran’s historical culture. Indeed, studies by both West-
ern and Iranian scholars have shown that homosexuality has played a role in Ira-
nian culture for millennia (Shamisa 2002; “Homosexuality iii”” 2012; Parnian 2006).
Despite this long history of homosexuality in Iran, many of the country’s current
homosexuals, particularly the younger generation, tend to identify more with a mod-
ern perspective rather than a historical or even cultural one (Mahdavi 2012; Yade-
garfard and Bahramabadian 2014). At the same time, Iran’s Islamic law considers
same-sex relationships a crime punishable by the death penalty (Iran: Islamic Penal
Code 1991). In such an oppressive environment, there is a lack of official informa-
tion on Iran’s homosexual population (Human Rights Watch 2010). However, it
has been reported that somewhere in the range of 4000-6000 Iranians, both male
and females, have been executed since 1979 for engaging in same-sex relationships
based on estimations provided by human rights activists and opponents of the strict
Iranian regime (UK Home office 2016).

Iran has also attracted global attention for the high number of sex reassignment
surgeries carried out there (Human Rights Watch 2010). However, a significant
number of those who undergo the surgery do so not because they are transgender
but because they are gay, lesbian or bisexual and see sex change surgery as the only
option for them to “erase the ‘stain’ of homosexuality and become ‘legal’ under Ira-
nian law” (Human Rights Watch 2010, p. 3). Indeed, reports indicate that almost half
(45%) of all sex reassignment surgeries performed in Iran are carried out as a ‘cure’
for homosexual men or lesbians (Hamedani 2014). Unsurprisingly, not only does
this approach fail to ‘cure’ the condition, but it also leads to increased depression,
social anxiety, identity crises, self-harm, and suicide for those forced or coerced into
such a dramatic action (Greene 2010; Davies and Neal 2003). Human Rights Watch
has expressed its concern over this issue by urging the Iranian authorities to change
their policy of supporting sex reassignment surgery as a means of making sexual
minorities ‘legal’ under Iranian law (Human Rights Watch 2010). The practice of
applying sex reassignment surgery as a ‘cure’ for sexual minorities in Iran has its
roots in the country’s strictly Islamic traditional cultural norms which consider gen-
der to be a binary concept with no exceptions (Ikrami 2013; Justice for Iran 2014).
Backed by state law, this belief has resulted in the formulation of a normative binary
framework of attitudes, behaviours and actions which excludes all those who do not
conform, including gay males (Justice for Iran 2014). While a major factor in this
issue is how the Iranian authorities’ policy and law have created an environment of
social isolation, it is further compounded by professional practitioners and psycholo-
gists in Iran and their attempts at ‘treating’ the sexual ‘deviancy’ of homosexuals
and lesbians (see Amin 2015). It is pointed out by Yadegarfard and Bahramabadian
(2014) that confused diagnoses, unethical practice among professional practitioners
in Iran result from the lack of a clear codes of conduct related to sexual orientation
and gender identity and the shortage of local studies about Iranian sexual minorities.
The reasons why researchers have largely avoided studying sexual minorities and
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gender identity in Iran are attributed to certain conditions in the country, such as
religious perspectives and laws, cultural biases, misunderstandings, a lack of local
academic and scientific resources, and Western conspiracy theories (Yadegarfard
and Bahramabadian 2014). Therefore, the aim of this study is to use a qualitative
approach to gain a more in-depth understanding of gay men living in Iran under sys-
tematic suppression. This understanding will be based on each individual’s subjec-
tive experiences, feelings, intention and beliefs. A general research question for this
study, therefore, is: how are gay men coping with systematic suppression in Iran?

Methodology
Interview

A semi-structured interview in Farsi (Persian) language was used to gather the quali-
tative data. The semi-structured interview provided more flexibility for the partici-
pants to explain and elaborate their answers, which helped the researcher to gather
more information and better understand how the participants perceived and made
sense of their coping strategies under an environment of systematic oppression. An
example of an open-ended question included in the interview schedule is “What is
a gay man’s life like in Iran?’ The interview schedule was structured into the fol-
lowing five sections: Family Background and Relationship; Sexual Identity; Sexual
Relationship; Social Life and Social Network; and Coping Strategies with Islamic
Law.

Sampling, Data Collection and Ethical Consideration

As gay individuals are a difficult-to-find group (hidden group) in Iran, the researcher
required the assistance of relevant organisations. While there are no dedicated LGB
organisations in Iran, many LGB individuals receive sexual health support (such as
HIV testing) through Non-Governmental Organizations (NGO). The researcher then
contacted these organizations and explained the objectives of the research to the
directors in order to seek their permission to conduct the study. The criteria for the
sample were male individuals who identify themselves as male, man and gay, age 18
and above who permanently live in Iran. Few participant approached the researcher
through these organizations. Then through snowball sampling 57 gay men were con-
tacted through email and only 38 people replied to the initial email, then inform con-
sent were sent to 38 prospective participants that of them only 29 showed interest
to participate in the study, the rest dropped out due to the sensitivity of the subject,
fear of discloser, fear of dealing with stress during the interview, not knowing the
interviewer and lack of trust and not feeling comfortable to do the interview trough
video call. From the 29 confirmed participants only 23 individuals turned up for the
interview.

As already mentioned, all participants were sent an informed consent form via
email before the meeting was arranged so that by the time of the interview, they
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were all aware of the topic, aim, and objective of the study. The prospective partici-
pants who were in their twenties seemed to be more open about their sexuality and
less cautious about disclosure and confidentiality and therefore more willing to par-
ticipate in the study; one explanation for this is that the younger generation are less
accepting of the authority’s religious and political views, while access to the internet
and social media has provided them with the freedom to express their sexual identity
more comfortably (see Mahdavi 2012). However, the participants who were in their
mid-thirties and above seemed to be more discreet, more cautious about confidenti-
ality, and less able to trust the researcher. At the same time, however, they expressed
their willingness to participate because they felt any research of Iranian gay men
might contribute to the development of knowledge and understanding of gay men
and their current situation in Iran. Indeed, some of the main reasons given by par-
ticipants for agreeing to participate in the current research were that, through this
research, the authorities might hear their voice saying “we exist”; they were fighting
stigmatisation and discrimination; and they were raising awareness in society about
gay men in Iran. In addition, the researcher’s position as a bilingual (fluent in both
Farsi and English) and qualified psychologist with a long experience of working
with LGBT individuals helped the sampling process by facilitating the development
of a rapport with the participants.

As the researcher does not currently live in Iran, the only option was to conduct
the interviews online (via Skype, Facebook video call, Instagram and WhatsApp).
Discussing the advantages and disadvantages of online interviewing is beyond the
scope of this article (see Janghorban et al. 2014; Nehls et al. 2015). Nevertheless,
online interviewing helped the researcher to overcome the geographic limitations
of this study, while it also enabled the interviewees who had time limitations to par-
ticipate in the research as the interviews could take place under conditions that were
more convenient for the participants. In addition, participating in an online inter-
view gave the participants the right and the control to be seen or not to be seen by
the interviewer or to withdraw from the interview process at any point just by click-
ing a button. Discussing all the ethical aspects and dilemmas faced by the researcher
during this research is also beyond the scope of this current article, and this is an
issue that perhaps needs to be explored as an independent article. Nevertheless, the
ethical issues that apply in online interviewing are considered the same as those in
face-to-face interviews (Nehls et al. 2015). There are two main ethical dilemmas
for consideration in the current study. Firstly, although the researcher explained the
aim and objective of the research in the informed consent form, some of the partici-
pants enquired further about the purpose of the study at the outset of the interview,
obliging the researcher to give the participants additional explanations, which con-
sequently helped to develop a rapport and trust throughout the interviews. However,
it has been pointed out that the extent to which a researcher reveals the actual pur-
pose of the study could influence the amount of information that participants share
with researcher, which might consequently affect the validity of the data (Merriam
and Tisdell 2016).

Secondly, some of the interviews turned to be more like a therapy sessions. This
is perhaps because during the introduction to some of the interviews, the researcher
disclosed his profession as psychological therapist. However, to overcome this
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dilemma, the researcher then reminded the participants about the nature of the inter-
view and its aim and objective. Nevertheless, for two participants, the researcher
had to make decisions based on the situation (Situated ethic or situation ethics rec-
ommended by Taylor 2017; Simons and Usher 2000) and allowed these particular
interviews to be more reflective and therapeutic for the participants as it would have
been unethical of the interviewer to leave these two particular participants in distress
due to the interview. Under relational ethics, importance is placed on the researcher
being aware of his or her own role, understanding how he or she may affect the
relationship with the study’s participants, and ensuring the study’s participants are
treated as human beings rather than just sources of knowledge to be mined (Tracy
2010). Also, it is reported that in Iran, many LGBT individuals have found it dif-
ficult finding a trusted psychological service as there is no official trained therapist
working with LGBT individuals in the country (Yadegarfard et al. 2015). However,
at the end of the interviews, the researcher provided the participants with some
information regarding the most relevant sexual health charity organisations in Iran.

It is worth noting at this point that neither the participants nor their demographic
characteristics were known by the researcher prior to the study. While it was the
researcher’s intention to study only non-vulnerable adults, the snowball sampling
technique provides a degree of ambiguity over who is selected for participation, in
spite of the researcher’s screening process. The researcher, therefore, felt it neces-
sary to include certain safeguards to prevent those participating in the qualitative
research interviews from being exposed to any harmful effects arising from their
participation (British Psychological Society 2014). For this very reason, it is recom-
mended that researchers design interview questions which “ensure[s] that the phys-
ical, social and psychological well-being of research participants is not adversely
affected” (British Psychological Society 2014, p. 2). Despite this, the difficulty in
clearly defining let alone guaranteeing “well-being” is well understood (Hollway
and Jefferson 2013). Indeed, even the concept of “safeguarding” is far from clear
in either its definitions or its practice. In the present study, safeguarding the partici-
pants involved verbal reassurances from the researcher, assuring the participants that
they had full access to the support systems that had been purposefully established
in the event that they suffered distress either during or after the interview. In addi-
tion, the researcher was fully aware that asking questions about their personal life
might cause distress for some of the participants. Consequently, to tackle this issue,
the researcher provided sufficient explanation and acknowledgment before the inter-
view. Furthermore, the participants were made aware through the informed consent
form that they could withdraw their participation at any time or they could contact
the researcher after the interview if they decided that they did not want their data to
be used in the study.

Since the author of this present study is an independent researcher, it was decided
that three professors of social psychology who are experienced independent char-
tered psychologists would be selected to review the submitted research proposal.
The researchers also handled all collected data in strict accordance with the code
of human research ethics (British Psychological Society 2014). Finally, assurances
were given to all participants regarding their anonymity and the confidentiality of
their personal information.
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Participants

Twenty-three men who identified themselves as gay and who currently live in Iran
were interviewed for this study. In terms of the participants’ ethnicity, all of them
reported that they were Iranian. The participants’ ages ranged from 19 to 52 years
(Table 1).

Data Analysis

In addition to using thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke 2013) in this study, the
researcher also used NVivo (data analysis software) for analysing the qualitative
data. In identifying the themes, the analysis also employed a semantic approach by
focusing on the data’s most obvious or superficial interpretations (Braun and Clarke
2013). Data analysis was accomplished through the following statistical treat-
ments: transcription, organisation of the data, familiarisation, coding, themes and
verification.

Table 1 Participants demographic information

Participant Age Relationship status Employment status Education
number

1. 36 Single and dating Employed High school

2. 28 Cohabitation Unemployed Graduate

3. 52 Single and dating Self-employed High school

4. 41 In a relationship Self-employed Undergraduate
5. 20 Single and dating Student Undergraduate
6. 25 In a relationship Unemployed Undergraduate
7. 22 Single and dating Unemployed High school

8. 27 Cohabitation Employed Undergraduate
9. 43 Single and dating Employed Post-graduate
10. 21 Single and dating Student Undergraduate
11. 28 Single and not dating Unemployed Undergraduate
12. 35 In a relationship Self-employed Post-graduate
13. 46 Single and dating Unemployed High school
14. 19 Single and dating Student High school
15. 30 Single and not dating Unemployed Post-graduate
16. 21 Single Student High school
17. 49 In a relationship Unemployed High school
18. 32 In a relationship Self-employed Undergraduate
19. 22 Single and dating Student High school
20. 27 Single and dating Student/part-time Undergraduate
21. 23 In a relationship Student High school
22. 40 Single and dating Employed Post-graduate
23. 37 Single and dating Employed High school
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In this study, the material was coded in line with the principles outlined by Braun
and Clarke (2013). The data were coded through an integrated approach which utilised
both deductive and inductive reasoning, meaning that the data were gathered not only
from the respondents but also from the theoretical understandings of the researcher
(Braun and Clarke 2013). During the first round of coding, sixty-five codes were iden-
tified by the researcher. In the next round, the codes were grouped according to the
similarity of their content. This pattern was repeated until only seven main ‘themes’
remained. After the coding was completed, seven themes were identified, each defining
ways in which the candidates described their adjustment.

Listening to some of the interviews during the transcription process was very emo-
tional for the researcher, especially concerning some of the participants’ traumatic
experiences of prison, humiliation, and abuse in public by the morality police because
of their sexuality. Indeed, many researchers have pointed out just how emotional it can
be for a transcriber working on research interviews when the topic is particularly sensi-
tive. As they are exposed to the often harrowing accounts of the study’s participants,
the transcribers are vulnerable to “absorbing” the intense nature of those events (Warr
2004). Nevertheless, the researcher was aware that being emotionally sensitive could
prejudice his judgment and consequently lead to a misinterpretation of the data. There-
fore, to mitigate the emotional exposure of the transcribing process, the researcher took
frequent breaks; he also benefited from supervision during the process of research.

As the participants were Iranian with Farsi as their main language, and also as
the researcher is bilingual, being fluent in both Farsi and English, the interviews,
transcriptions, coding and themes were all done in Farsi. There are two main advan-
tages of completing these four stages in the original language. Firstly, it helped to
prevent any potential limitations in the analysis (Recommended by van Nes et al.
2010), and secondly the findings needed to be in Farsi, as part of the verification
process had to be sent to the original participants in order for them to check whether
their viewpoints had been represented correctly and accurately. However, only ten of
the participants showed interest in this and participated in the post checking. They
all confirmed that the factors mentioned in the findings were either coping strategies
or ways of living in Iran. There were no objections about any of the factors men-
tioned in the findings. After the researcher gained the verification of the findings by
some of the participants, the researcher translated them into English. Even though
the researcher is bilingual and well aware of both the original and target language,
to increase the validity and accuracy of the data analysis and of the translation from
Farsi to English, two professional translators were involved in the process (Recom-
mended by van Nes et al. 2010). One of the translators was also a social psycholo-
gist and experienced in conducting qualitative research.

Findings and Discussion
Based on the results of the data analysis, the key themes that emerged as coping
strategies were risk taking; internalised oppression; travelling/leaving the country;

social network and family of choice; mental health and psychological therapy and
medication; social class; and developing a new identity.
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Risk Taking

One of the main themes that was identified was risk taking. Risk taking manifested
itself in all behaviours that had the potential to put the person in a vulnerable posi-
tion, whether physically, mentally or socially. It seems that when engaging in such
an activity, all of the participants were aware of the risk and the consequences of
such action but still committed to it. The acts of risk taking that were identified in
this study were sexual activity, gathering in public and underground get-togethers or
parties, substance misuse, and cross dressing in public.

Thirteen participants mentioned that despite all the restrictions and limitations,
even though same-sex relationships are condemned as a crime that carries the death
penalty, one thing that helps gay people to “cope” was having sex. Three main rea-
sons were given by the participants for why they take the risk and engage in sexual
relationships. Firstly, having sex is an act of rebellion and non-conformity. Secondly,
sex gives them a sense of identity and of who they are. Thirdly, sex helps them to
connect to other gay men and engage in social networking as a coping strategy for
social isolation and loneliness.

The narrations of the participants’ sex experiences were very varied; for instance,
two participants mentioned that because they had their own home, they could have
sex 3—4 times a week. They reported that their sex partners were found from social
media or dating apps, or they even sometimes found their sex partners from public
places such as parks. Other participants mentioned that as they travelled to different
cities, they had more opportunities to meet new people and have more sex. Two par-
ticipants also mentioned that they had sexual intercourse even if they did not have
protection. One of the participants explained:

...sometimes you get caught up in a situation where you don’t have any protec-
tion with you; on the other hand, you don’t want to lose your opportunity, so
you just go for it. You have to trust.

Participant 7

It has been shown that individuals with less social support are more likely to
commit risky sexual behaviour (e.g. Johanston et al. 2017; Saleh et al. 2016; Choud-
hury et al. 2015; Yadegarfard et al. 2014; Glick and Golden 2014; Kapadia et al.
2013; Majumdar 2006). There is a school of thought which suggests that the prac-
tice of engaging in risky sexual behaviour serves as a symbolic act of rebellion by
gay males, albeit one that may be carried out subconsciously or even just as part
of the accepted gay culture (Crossley 2004). Psychologically, the act of engaging
in risky sexual practices may provide some members of the gay community with a
fulfilling sense of protesting and rebelling against the dominant social values which
they feel oppress their freedom and independence (Crossley 2004).

In addition, two participants mentioned that they even stood in the street, espe-
cially in the evening and at nights, to get picked up by cars. They mentioned there
were well-know “pick-up points” in Tehran for gay men such as zeer-e-pole karim
khan (under the Karim Khan bridge). They both clarified that they were not sex-
workers and it was not even necessary for them to have sex when they were picked
up. One of them explained that:
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Gays like me are not active on social media, and as there is no place for us
to hang around, we go and stand under Karim Khan bridge (Zire pole karm
khan). They call us “Khanoom ghadimi” (traditional ladies). We know we
might get caught up with the police or the Basiji but what other option do
we have? Sometimes I do it with “other ladies” (“khanoomaye dige” refers to
other gay guys)... It’s fun.

Participant 23

There are many reports of gay individuals standing in the well-known “pick-up
points” who have been beaten to death by strangers or even by the morality police or
the Basij (UK Home Office 2016).

The most common risk taking act identified was “gathering in public and under-
ground get-togethers or parties”. All twenty-three participants mentioned that they
attended private gatherings and parties (Mehmooni) as well as gatherings in public
places such as parks and restaurants. All of the participants also stated that there was
always risk when attending these kind of gathering and parties. Three participants
mentioned that they had experience of being arrested by the police at one of the par-
ties. For instance, participants 1, who was 36 years old, single, and employed, said:

We were at a party..., the police came and arrested everyone. We had alcohol
and everything. Some of us were at the prison for three weeks. They treated us
like criminals.

Participant 1

These examples concur with numerous reported cases of homosexuals in Iran
being arrested for attending parties, punished with fines, and also warned that they
faced execution if caught a second time (Forbes 2017). A total of 230 people were
arrested by Iran’s morality police in 2017 following raids on two parties in Tehran
(BBC News 2017). Despite all these restrictions and punishments, it seems that gay
individuals do not stop attending underground parties. As participant 10, who was
21 years old, single, and a student, said:

It has always been like this after the revolution. They arrest us, charge us and
imprison us, but they don’t know it does not stop us at all....
Participant 10

Four reasons were mentioned by the participants for why they take the risk and
attend public gathering or underground parties. Firstly, it is an act of rebellion and
non-conformity. Secondly, getting together gives them a sense of belonging and
identity and, thirdly, it connects them to other gay men and facilitates social net-
working, which is a coping strategy for dealing with social isolation and loneliness.
Finally, it gives them an opportunity to find a sex partner.

Despite the dangers, it is still fairly common for gay males in Iran to arrange
underground house parties where alcohol is consumed. They mitigate the danger by
only inviting people they know. There is also a reliance on the old Persian adage:
“Whatever goes on between four walls, stays between those walls”. While these
parties feature illegal activities, such as same-sex relationships, the consumption of
alcohol, and drug abuse, they are done so in a non-public environment. The morality
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police and Basij (The Organisation for the Mobilisation of the Oppressed) mostly
arrest people for committing “un-Islamic” offences in public places, especially in
summer when people spend more time outside (Human Rights Watch 2010). Even
so, some of the participants in this study mentioned that it can be safer for them to
gather in public places as they can often escape quickly if the police arrive. This
has been the norm in Iran since the Islamic revolution of 1979 with members of the
morality police patrolling public places regularly (Golkar 2010).

The second most common risk taking identified was substance misuse. Twelve
out of twenty-three participants mentioned that they had experience of substance
misuse. Both illegal drugs, such as recreational drugs (ecstasy) and marijuana (weed,
grass), and prescribed drugs, such as Tramadol, were mentioned by the participants.
However, alcohol was the most common substance used by the participants. As par-
ticipant 6, who was 25 years old, in a relationship, and unemployed, said:

Alcohol is always available in our parties. It relaxes you, you know. Some peo-
ple drink more than others. You have to be careful though, because they (the
host) might be serving you all sorts of crap.

Participant 6

There are two types of risks related to alcohol in Iran. Firstly, selling, buying
and consuming alcohol is illegal and individuals can be charged with imprisonment
or public lashes. In fact, most of the arrests relating to homosexuality in Iran are
made in raids on private house parties. The raids are usually carried out under the
justification that alcohol is being consumed illegally, as well as other acts in contra-
diction of Islamic law, such as dress code violations and “debauchery” (UK Home
office 2016). Secondly, there is a health-related risk. As alcohol is illegal in Iran,
many people use home-made hooch, which can cause serious physical harm and
even death. Due to the drastic decrease in the value of the Iranian currency against
the US dollar recently, there is an increased likelihood that Iranians are opting for
cheap homemade alcohol rather than expensive foreign imports. This brings with
it a serious risk of illness and even death due to the unregulated nature of the alco-
hol production. As recently as October 2018, 460 people were hospitalised in Iran
after consuming homemade alcohol, and at least 42 of these cases proved fatal (BBC
News 2018). In spite of the legal and health-related risks associated with alcohol
and drug use in Iran, gay men are still misusing these substances as part of their cop-
ing mechanism for dealing with the stress and anxiety caused by their social isola-
tion, discrimination and systematic suppression.

It has been observed that many members of the gay population use alcohol and
drugs to overcome the pain of rejection, isolation, and discrimination (e.g. Varney
2016; Wolitski et al. 2008). Although, because of all the restrictions, alcohol usage
in Iran is significantly lower than in many other countries (World Health Organiza-
tion 2014), the use of opium and opium residue is much higher in Iran. In fact, Iran
is currently ranked second in the world for severe addiction to opioids (Zarghami
2015). The Iranian Drug Control Headquarters estimated that, in 2015, as many as
2.8 million Iranians aged 15-64 years old were addicted to illicit drugs. It was also
found that most addicts began using opioids in their early 20 s and the average age
of addicts was 32 years old. Even though addiction to opioids is often associated
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with biopsychosocial factors, it was also found that drug use is common among
all social classes in Iran. One reason for this appears to be the positive traditional
attitude towards raw opium use (Zarghami 2015). Nevertheless, there is no known
study of substance misuse among gay men living in Iran. As a result, more research
needs to be carried out in this area.

Cross dressing in public was another form of risk taking. Three clients mentioned
that to cope with the family and social pressures and even to deal with identity con-
fusion, they used to cross dress as women in public. Two of them stated that twice
they had been arrested by the morality police or the Basij. However, it did not stop
them from doing the same again. They mentioned that they did not consider them-
selves to be transgender and cross dressing was just a way of expressing their differ-
ence to others. They mentioned that they were aware of the risk that they were tak-
ing but it was the only way that could express their feelings. As participant 18, who
was 32 years old, in a relationship, and self-employed, mentioned that:

...I did not know I was gay when I was 19 and I did not know any other gay
man, but I knew I was different from other men in my family and at the school,
so cross dressing helped me to navigate my feelings and my identity.
Participant 18

One important observation is that life is easier for transgender women in Iran
than it is for gay males. This can perhaps be explained in a cultural context where
a gay man appearing as a woman is considered less morally wrong in a patriarchal
binary society such as Iran (Banning-Lover 2017). The state also acknowledges and
recognises transgender individuals as having a medical condition. Unlike for the
gay male population or other sexual minorities, there are a number of trans-focused
NGOs in Iran and this has helped boost the confidence levels of this group (Human
Rights Watch 2010). Even so, instances of supplice in the form of whipping are still
a fairly common punishment for members of sexual minorities who dress inappro-
priately (Forbes 2017). It seems that wearing clothes which challenge stereotypical
notions of femininity and masculinity place those who practice such acts at risk of
arbitrary arrest, detention, and ill-treatment.

Internalised Oppression

Internalised oppression was another theme that was identified in the interviews.
Internalised oppression is the situation in which a particular group of people feel
that they are regarded as being of lower value than another group of people, such
as those who are considered “normal”, leading the internally oppressed group to
wish that they could be more like the other group with the perceived higher value
(Mason 1990). This form of oppression can manifest itself in members of mar-
ginalised groups having oppressive views toward their own group, or even begin-
ning to affirm the negative stereotypes of their group (David and Dethrick 2014).
For instance, participant 15, who was 30 years old, single and not dating, and
unemployed, mentioned that although he knew that he had no sexual or emotional
desire towards the opposite sex and he was sure that he was gay, he did not follow
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his desire. Instead he practiced his religious belief and had completely left his
sexual desire out of the equation. He said at first it was difficult to do it but now
after a year he had got used to it.

I don’t know how long I can carry on like this but for now, it seems to be work-
ing...it is a spiritual journey and I know that not everyone understands it.
Participant 15

Also, three other participants mentioned that they had similar experience, as they
always felt ashamed and guilty about being gay, so to compensate, they started prac-
tising their religion more seriously. However, after a period of time, they found that
their sexual desire was natural and it was nothing to do with whether they practiced
their religion or not. Eleven participants mentioned that they found it challenging
believing in Islam and being gay simultaneously; five participants also mentioned
that they had left their religion and they now considered themselves as atheists.

As Iran is an Islamic country and religious education is mandatory for everyone
at school from a very early age, hypothetically it might have some level of impact
on an individual’s sexual behaviours in general. Research has shown that making
efforts to ‘change’ one’s sexual identity through religious activities, such as engag-
ing in personal righteousness through, for example, prayer, fasting, studying the
Quran, or seeking to improve one’s relationship with Allah; receiving counselling
from religious leaders, such as an Imam or Sheykh; or practicing individual meth-
ods, such as introspection, private study, or mental suppression, are far more com-
mon than receiving ‘treatment’ from a therapist or participating in group-led efforts,
but also far more damaging. One study carried out by Dehlin (2015) among 1612
same-sex-attracted Mormons revealed that 0% of those attempting to change their
sexuality reported any success in eliminating their attraction to members of the same
sex. Making efforts to change one’s sexuality have also been shown to be either inef-
fective or damaging. Aside from damaging the individual’s confidence and mental
well-being, such efforts can also create conflict between their sexual and religious
identity, leading to them rejecting their religious identity altogether (Dehlin 2015).

In addition, four participants commented that at various points in their lives
(during their early 20 s), they had undergone the conversion therapy introduced by
some psychiatrics and psychologists. All four of the participants mentioned that it
had been unsuccessful, and they even suffered more from depression and anxiety
afterwards, while participant number 12, who was 35, in a relationship, and self-
employed, mentioned that it pushed him towards self-harm and suicidal thinking.

It was a horrible experience. I swear to god that the psychologist did not
know shit about homosexuality. She just didn’t. My family forced me to do
it. All that time and money. I got worse, depression, anxiety, and at the end,
even my family blamed me that I didn’t want to change. Blamed me! Can
you believe it? I really wished I was dead.

Participant 12

A report released by Human Rights Watch in 2010 stated that hundreds
of Iran’s LGBT community had received counselling, diagnosis and even
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“treatment” for their “sexual deviancy” from numerous prominent psycholo-
gists, sexologists, and psychiatrists operating with the tacit approval of the state
(Human Rights Watch 2010). Supporting this strategy, Cohanzad (2012) claimed
that homosexuality could be treatable by psychotherapy. As another example,
Yasami et al. (2007) reported how they adopted various methods of cognitive
behaviour therapy (CBT) such as covert aversion (aversion therapy, using electro
shock and vomit-inducing drugs) to successfully “treat” three homosexual and
two transsexual “patients”, who exhibited heterosexual behaviour after receiving
the therapy. In this study, it was observed by the researcher that the reason for the
success of the treatment was largely due to the patients’ desire to change because
of their understanding that homosexuality or transgenderism was unacceptable in
Iranian culture.

Moreover, three of the participants had married members of the opposite sex,
with one participant even going so far as to marry three times with three different
women before divorcing each one of them, although not before producing four chil-
dren from those marriages. These three participants mentioned that a traditional
marriage was a way in which they could cope with family and social pressures and
stress. A report by the Home Office in the UK stated that there was a major issue of
gay individuals reporting various forms of abuse from members of their own family
in response to their sexual orientation and gender identity. The mental and some-
times physical abuse was sometimes followed by the threat of an arranged marriage,
which was even turned into a reality in some cases. As homosexuality is a crime in
Iran, gay individuals have little hope of receiving justice or even support when they
are subject to abuse or violence within their own families. In such an environment
of persecution and neglect, many non-state actors carry out acts of homophobic vio-
lence with impunity (UK Home Office 2016).

Two of the three who had married mentioned that, even though they were mar-
ried, they had relationships with other men in secret. They specifically mentioned
that they had double lives, which made it extremely difficult both for them and
for their wives. Of these three participants, only participant 13 who was 46, sin-
gle and dating, and unemployed, mentioned that during his marriage, he never got
involved with any other man. However, during this time, he mentioned that he suf-
fered severely from depression, anxiety and OCD and he was heavily dependent on
anti-depressants for four years. Nevertheless, after having therapy, he decided to get
a divorce. He explained:

...the divorce was like I was born again. It opened my eyes really. It helped

me to find out who I am; despite all the difficult situations I had to go through,

it was totally worth it. ...for gay people, living in Iran is like living in prison,

but being gay and getting married with a woman, with someone that you don’t

like, is like living in a cage inside a prison.

Participant 13

Iran’s culture is rigidly patriarchal (Khosravi 2009). Inter-gender social interac-
tions are defined and controlled, and dominated by masculinity. Men are automati-

cally empowered as phallic owners of any non-masculine figure, not only in private
but also in public. Iranian tradition dictates that men marry a girl for the purpose
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of continuing the discursive reproduction of social structures through procreation.
A nuclear family in Iranian culture is defined as at least a married couple of one
man and one woman, which aligns with the Western definition of sociologists such
as Giddens and Griffiths (2006). In all definitions of family, the consistent roles
of a man/father and woman/mother serve as a reminder of the dualistic approach
employed by structuralists in the study of social institutions (Butler 2002). In par-
ticular Levi-Strauss (1969) highlighted the dualistic structure of man—woman as
essential in recognising an institution as a family. It is suggested that the very social
structure in which individuals live can be a stressor if its values are in contrast with,
or inaccessible to, those individuals (Farley and Flota 2017; Giddens and Sutton
2017). In Iran, sexual minorities have been excluded from the norms and structures
of the dominant culture, as exemplified by the lack of a same-sex marriage equiva-
lent for gay and lesbian partners.

Travelling/Leaving the Country

Travelling more than usual was another coping strategy that was reported by the
participants in this study. Three of the participants mentioned that dating and meet-
ing other gay men in their home town was difficult, so they travelled to other cities.
They explained that dating people in their home town would put them in a vulner-
able position as their sex partners might find out where they lived and cause prob-
lems, or, as participant 22, who was 40 years old, single and dating, and employed,
mentioned:

...you put yourself in a position where people can take advantage of you or
even blackmail you.
Participant 22

Also, two participants mentioned that they were also worried about their own
family seeing them hanging around with other gay males, especially if they were a
bit “feminine” or “camp (Eva)”. To avoid all these hassles and unnecessary compli-
cations in their home towns, they travelled to other cities three to four times a week,
which they mentioned was both costly and time consuming. Nevertheless, they still
they did it because it was the only way they could cope with their situation as gay
men.

One participant mentioned that he was in a relationship and his partner was Euro-
pean, so he commuted between Iran and Europe. He mentioned that he could not
leave the country for good as he had a very successful business in Iran. He men-
tioned it was an ideal situation for him as having a relationship with an Iranian gay
in Iran always came with problems and consequences. He went on to mention that
although it was costly, and distance was difficult, it seemed to be working for them.

Thirteen participants mentioned that they would leave the country and seek asy-
lum in another country if they had the opportunity. Participant 3, who was 52 years
old, single and dating, and self-employed, mentioned that he had been in Turkey for
a year and claimed asylum but he had been struggling financially and had no support
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from the relevant organisation, so he came back. However, he was still thinking of
leaving the country again. He continued that:

As a gay man, you can have everything and nothing here (in Iran). When you
cannot be yourself, what’s the point? You can have the best job, best car, best
house but you cannot be yourself. You have to lie all the time, just not to get
into any trouble.

Participant 3

The decision to relocate within the same country or migrate to another can be
based either directly or indirectly on sexuality in terms of sexual identity, practices,
and desires. The term “sexual migration” is, in fact, almost exclusively associated
with the movement of homosexuals seeking sexual freedom with regard to their
practices, identities, and subjectivities (Manalansan 2006). For Iran’s gay male pop-
ulation, it is predominantly the country’s Islamic law and society that drives them
to migrate. The majority of Iran’s homosexual refugees head to the neighbouring
country of Turkey, where they can apply for asylum in the capital city of Ankara
where the UNHCR’s office is located. However, many find their time in Turkey
is also stressful, filled with uncertainty, and lacking the support they expected to
receive due to the conservative political environment that is only marginally bet-
ter than that in Iran. The situation is made worse by the Turkish placement policy
of concentrating homosexual refugees in small and often highly conservative cities
(Saastamoinen 2017).

Social Network and Family of Choice

All of the participants mentioned that they either used to use social media and/or
dating apps or were still using them. The main social media mentioned were Face-
book, Instagram, Twitter, Telegram, WhatsApp, and Snapchat, while the most com-
mon dating apps mentioned by the participants were Grindr and Hornet. The main
reasons for using social media according to the participants were connecting to other
gay individuals, feeling that they were in a safe place, making conversation about
homosexuality in Iran and LGBTQ rights, sex and finding a sex partner, looking for
a more serious relationship, chatting with others which helped them regarding their
isolation and loneliness, and also accessing information (see also Karimi 2016).
Even though it was mentioned as a safe place, the Internet is also used by the moral-
ity police for the purpose of entrapment (Human Rights Watch 2010). Homosexual
individuals who are rounded up during raids on gay parties are also often forced to
become informants (Human Rights Watch 2010). The development of surveillance
technology has made it easier to identify individuals who are interested in same-
sex relationships or who are looking for partners of the same sex. While the Inter-
net helps people looking for homosexual partners by making them more visible to
one another, it also has the downside of making them more visible to the repressive
authorities.

Moreover, many of the participants mentioned that they created their own social
network of people they could trust. Somehow, they created their own family of
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choice and kinship. For instance, participant 8, who was 27 years old, living with his
partner, and employed, explained that:

One of the older gay guys who’s financially stable, has his own dependency,
has lots of experience with gay people, and can host people in his house usu-
ally becomes the head of our so called family. People get together around him.
Some people might call him “mamman” (mother) or “malakeh” (The queen)
or “amme bozorg” (great aunty), or other names which depend on the persons
personality in this group of friends. Some call him big brother, sister, uncle,
grand mom and so on and so forth.

Participant 8

Discussing the issue of the “family of choice” among gay men in Iran is beyond
the scope of this research. However, it shows that gay men who have never been
supported by their own biological family create a new and modern sense of family
among themselves. This second family serves as a source of support and information
as well as providing a sense of belonging which is imperative for gay individuals in
a repressive society such as Iran. Also, it was mentioned that a gay couple who had
been together for a long time became the source of emotional and social support for
the mostly younger members of the gay group. In this new form of family, it seems
that the person(s) who is usually in the centre tends to be someone who has a more
secure and independent financial status. While the traditional definition of a family
is an institution that is based on marital and biological ties, a “family of choice” is a
union of relations that develop from kinship rather than marital and biological bonds
with only a partial approximation to the traditionally understood family structure
(Weston 1997).

Psychological Therapy and Medication

All of the participants reported that they had suffered from various forms of mental
illness such as depression, anxiety, obsessive compulsive disorder (OCD), and self-
harm. One of the participants also mentioned that he had attempted suicide. How-
ever only nine of the participants reported that they had ever used medication such
as anti-depressants or received psychological therapy. They indicated how difficult
it was for them to open up about their sexuality to practitioners, and so they mostly
preferred to hide it.

One participant mentioned that to cope with his situation and the related stress at
home, he used to isolate himself in his room watching porn and masturbating exces-
sively. He would also spend hours on social media and chatting online with other
people. It became so bad that he said there were times when he would not see his
parents and siblings for days, even though they were in the same house. Participant
11, who was 28 years old, single and not dating, and unemployed, commented that
he had chosen intentional loneliness (solitude). He stated:

I have dedicated my life to volunteer jobs. I'm rarely home. I also go to the
gym and camping every month and I’'m also into music and play guitar. I'm
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super busy. I don’t have time to think about sex, or dating people. I am happy
on my own.
Participant 11

There is no official report regarding LGBT mental health status in Iran. However,
a study conducted by an independent UK-based organisation found that 16.9% of
its LGBTQ participants reported being “in a bad place” and suffering from mental
health problems, while 30.9% reported they were just about coping but had prob-
lems with some mental health difficulties (Marchant 2018). In the same study, 64.6%
of the participants reported that they had never spoken with a mental health profes-
sional about their sexual orientation or gender identity (Marchant 2018). There is
no doubt that gay individuals in Iran experience ‘minority stress’, defined as a state
resulting from “...culturally sanctioned, categorically ascribed inferior status, social
prejudice and discrimination, the impact of these environmental forces on psycho-
logical well-being, and consequent readjustment or adaptation” (Brooks 1981, p.
107). Many researchers have shown that LGBT individuals typically experience a
lower level of well-being than their heterosexual counterparts. In particular, LGBT
individuals have been found to have higher levels of anxiety, depression and suicidal
feelings than their heterosexual peers (NHS 2014). The reasons for the higher levels
of depression, anxiety, and stress among LGBT populations has been at least par-
tially attributed in various studies to social isolation, discrimination, suppression,
and family rejection. As previously identified, there is then a tendency for gay indi-
viduals to turn to substances such as alcohol and drugs as a coping device to help
them deal with their negative social experiences.

Social Class

The social classes of the participants in this study were very diverse. Just as with
the general situation in Iran, a social class division was clearly evident among the
participants as those with a higher social class tended to have more opportunities
to cope with the social pressures regarding their sexual identity than participants
from a lower social class. It is easier for individuals from a higher social class as
they have a higher level of education or are more familiar with the concept of sexual
orientation through travelling to Western countries, even if those who are religiously
conservative. This situation can be seen in the narration of participant number 20,
who was 27 years old, single and not dating, a student, and working part time. He
said that:

. although my family are religious, because we go abroad (Western coun-
tries) a lot, they are familiar with the concepts (homosexuality). In my early
20 s, I started travelling alone to Europe and other countries. I know I was
lucky to be born in a, you can say, well-off family that could afford it, but not
everyone does...

Participant 20

Participant 21, who was 23 years old, in a relationship, and student, mentioned
that he was from a religiously conservative and wealthy family and his father was
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a politician. He told how his family had accidently found out about his sexuality.
At first, his father used his power and forced him to go through therapy and to seek
medical help, but after a period of time when he could see that medical and psycho-
logical interventions would not change anything, he gave up and decided to unwill-
ingly give his son financial support. The participant commented:

... my father bought me a big house in the north of Tehran and a nice car and
he also gives a me a handsome monthly allowance. He still does not speak to
me properly, and I think he gave me all these things for me to shut up and not
put his political position in trouble, which I don’t mind. I have everything I
need. I have my own life now...

Participant 21

Although the subjects of sexual self-expression and community involvement
among minorities have been studied (e.g. Barrett and Pollack 2005), there is a lack
of research into the specific issue of class bias. The obvious question that needs to
be addressed is how an individual’s social class and its associated resources would
affect his ability to express his sexual orientation. The suggestion is that differ-
ences in social class result in different levels of access to the social, psychological,
and economic resources that enable the individual to express his sexual orientation
(Bowman 2004). The levels of acceptance of gays are consistently higher in urban
and suburban areas and among those with a higher level of education or income
(Whitcomb and Walinsky 2013; Bowman 2004). In addition, participant 4, who was
41 years old, in a relationship, and self-employed, mentioned that he was from a
working-class family living in the south of Tehran and that the situation for gay men
there was more difficult than for people in the north of Tehran, as people in the south
were more traditional and conservative than people from the north. He stated that
because of this, not many gay men from north Tehran hung around with gay men
from the city’s south.

...they don’t usually hang around with “Khanoomha e paeen” (literally means
“the girls from below”, which refers to gay individuals from the south of Teh-
ran or generally from the lower social class).

Participant 4

There is less of a likelihood that working-class men will describe themselves as
gay or be members of a socially visible gay culture (Barrett and Pollack 2005). The
decreased probability of openly admitting to being gay, the length of time between
commencing same-sex relationships and coming out to others, and the high prob-
ability of having sexual relations with women despite a lack of desire to do so are all
indicative that the standards of masculinity related to social class have a controlling
effect on the social lives of working-class gay men (Barrett and Pollack 2005). Class
factors related to intimate relationship stability also appear to play a role in the lower
likelihood of being involved in a primary relationship.
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Developing a New Identity (Using a Nickname)

Thirteen participants mentioned that they used a nickname when they were with
other gay individuals. They indicated that this was very common practice, pri-
marily as a means of protecting themselves and not being recognised by other
people. As mentioned by participant 16, who was 21 years old, single, and a
student:

...You shouldn’t let other gays know about your family and even where you
live. It would give others a power over you which then would put you in a
vulnerable position ... they could potentially blackmail you especially if
they hold a grudge against you.

Participant 16

In addition, it has been reported that “the threat of blackmail is now a huge
problem for gay men” in Iran (Banning-Lover 2017). Another reason mentioned
for using an alias was that creating a new identity created a sense of freedom.
By creating their own identity, they could be the person they wanted to be. For
instance, participant 19, who was 22 years old, single and dating, and a student,
said:

...if you are not sociable when you are with your family or at work, when
you are with your gay friends, you have your own name and personality...
Participant 19

Studies of sexual minorities indicate that the development of the gay indi-
vidual’s identity tends to be unique as a result of their particular experiences
of prejudice and social oppression (Diamond et al. 2012). While some studies
have shown a degree of inconsistency in this development of an identity, there
remains uncertainty over the specific individual or social contexts that determine
these variable pathways towards identity integration (Rosario et al. 2011). One
of the more popularly accepted influences seems to be the concept of experi-
ence, which includes oppression in the form of minority stress. For example, it
is known that acts of prejudice and/or discrimination impact the sense of self
in other minority populations as suggested by Atkinson et al. (1995). Moreo-
ver, prejudice and discrimination can have a permanent effect on an individual’s
sense of self, regardless of whether such acts were experienced directly by the
individual or observed indirectly in others. Researchers studying minority stress
have hypothesised that it is chronic, socially-based, and unique, as well as being
additional to the general stressors that everyone experiences (Meyer 2003).
Despite the widespread agreement on the importance of these and other experi-
ences in the development of a sexual minority identity, such experiences alone
cannot explain all of the variances that occur. If this were the case, then each
individual who is exposed to the same or similar experiences would develop the
same identity, but this is not the case. The interpretive process of each indi-
vidual is a major factor in determining the extent to which a stressful event or
experience influences their identity development (Rosario et al. 2011).
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Limitations

There are a number of limitations related to this study. The data in this study were
based on interviews which relied on the participants’ narratives, therefore leaving
a possibility of bias, particularly with regard to sensitive subjects, such as sexual
relationships.

In thematic analysis, one of the main issues is that when the codes are separated
from their context, it results in a distortion of the overall picture, which can be
resolved to some extent by adopting a more person-centred approach (e.g. Thagaard
2003). Despite these suggestions, it is the opinion of the researcher that a purely
thematic approach constitutes the most appropriate method of analysis in the present
study on the reasoning that the gay community in Iran is a small and vulnerable
group and, therefore, the person-centred approach could compromise the partici-
pants’ anonymity. Moreover, as the qualitative research is highly subjective and the
researcher’s personality and experience might affect the validity and reliability of
the research (Creswell 2014), it is important to mention that the researcher is fully
aware of his own possible biases and preconceptions due to his few years of prac-
tice as a psychological therapist with LGBT individuals and LGBT organisations
as well as his previous research experience in this field, especially among gay men
and male-to-female transgender individuals. However, the researcher believes that
his awareness of his own biases helped him to prevent any influence on his judg-
ment, the coding process, or the conclusions drawn. Furthermore, in this study, the
participants were not aware of the sexual orientation of the researcher. As a result,
answering questions about sex and sexual behaviour would likely have been awk-
ward and somewhat formal. In other words, they were likely to have felt ‘forced’
to answer questions about what is a sensitive subject, and thus used terminology
that they would not normally use in less formal settings, such as when talking with
friends or partners. This creates a limitation for the study as the answers would not
be entirely natural and lacking in openness and spontaneity.

Conclusion

Throughout the 40 years (1979-2019) of oppression under Iran’s Islamic law, during
which social rules and laws have been designed to prevent gay males living in Iran
from being open about their sexuality, many gay males living in Iran have actively
sought to overcome these restrictions on their freedom. The structure of Iran’s gay
population has become more complex when we consider that certain individuals
can find themselves changing their social identity several times a day as they move
from one social community to the next through the course of their daily activi-
ties. Fulfilling multiple social roles, enacting various social norms, and guided by
diverse expectations, they alternate regularly between one social group and another.
In such a situation of constant flux and change, anxiety can easily develop, espe-
cially for those whose roles are not well coordinated and whose relationships are not
systematically organised. In such an environment of persecution, gay men in Iran
have developed their own survival techniques. Gay individuals have found ways of
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communicating with each other and over time they have created their own under-
ground gay community. It is hardly surprising in such an oppressive and secretive
environment of institutionalised discrimination that the members of Iran’s under-
ground gay community experience emotions of fear, anger, rejection, and frustra-
tion, leading them to develop a variety of coping strategies. Originally developed
as survival techniques, these coping strategies have become, over time, part of what
we know today as “gay culture” and it seems that one of its more effective benefits
has been in providing the coordination and organisation that enable its members to
maintain a sense of order in their lives as they navigate from one social situation
to the next, minimising anxiety as a result. The gay culture in Iran achieves this by
creating an information-sharing system that its members can access via their specific
gay communities. Shared not only among gay communities but also across genera-
tions, this information-sharing system empowers members of the Iranian gay cul-
ture to overcome both physical and psychological hurdles by giving them a sense of
belonging, the freedom to pursue happiness and well-being, and genuine meaning in
their lives.
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