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Decriminalizing Same Sex Acts in Iran: The Role of the 
United States Government
Molly Larabee
Abstract: In Iran, Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender (LGBT) peoples have been 
victimized since the Islamic Revolution of 1979.  Thousands of Iranian men and women 
have been intimidated, harassed, arrested, tortured, subjected to cruel corporal punish-
ment, and executed.  LGBT peoples are compelled to live in fear behind closed doors 
because of their sexual orientations or gender identities (Ireland, 2005).  

To enact change, we not only need to modify our way of thinking about others in the 
world, we also need to encourage our government to revolutionize its foreign policy and 
do everything possible to support the prevention of human rights violations being com-
mitted against LGBT Iranians.  

Methodology
My research was conducted over the 

span of three months. I conducted inter-
views with different contacts established in 
Washington D.C., most notably Mark Bro-
mley from the Center for Global Equality.  
I also spoke with local Iranian immigrants 
in order to get a better sense of Iranian cul-
ture from an “on the ground” perspective.  
Talking with people was beneficial in di-
recting the course of my investigation and 
determining which avenues were worth 
further exploration.

By December, the research was coming 
to a close and the resulting paper was wrap-
ping up.  Although three months was not the 
lengthiest amount of time, I am confident 
that the research accomplished provides a 
solid foundation upon which further, more 
extensive research may be conducted.

Terminology
People describe their sexuality in a multi-

tude of ways.  Terms are constantly evolv-
ing in both meaning and context.  For the 
purposes of this paper, I will use the most 
widely accepted terminology in interna-

tional human rights discourse- Lesbian, 
Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender (LGBT).  
It is not possible to fully encompass the di-
versity of the people and groups discussed 
here. These particular terms are not meant 
to exclude anyone, or affix an erroneous 
identity onto anyone.  It is important to 
mention the terms used in Iranian culture 
to describe LGBT people and issues.  The 
term al-mithliyya al-jinsiyya, literally in-
terpreted as sexual sameness, is used by 
scholarly and academic articles as well as 
serious newspapers to describe homosexu-
ality.  Conversely, popular media use the 
loaded term shaadh, which translates to 
“queer, pervert, or deviant.”  Iranian gay 
people call themselves mithli, which sim-
ply translates to “gay” (Whitaker, 2006).  
The language used concerning the LGBT 
population is always important, but this is 
especially true in terms of Iran.  The dis-
criminatory names used by popular media 
spread negative messages to all that see or 
hear, making an activist’s job that much 
more difficult.The use of different terms 
is important to understand in order to be 
aware of the significance they play within 



6 UW BOTHELL POLICY JOURNAL, SPRING 2010

Larabee Moore, P. (2006, January 31). Murder and hypocrisy. The Advocate, 37.

the framework of Iranian society.  
Human Rights

Why violations matter 
As Irene Khan, Secretary General of Am-

nesty International says, “there is no path 
to sustainable security except through re-
spect for human rights“ (Khan, 2004, para. 
7).  That respect must be cultivated for the 
betterment of our society and for the great-
er world at large.  We must create a civili-
zation that will rise up and say, “Enough is 
enough.  Change is necessary now.”  

Sexual rights are human rights
Since valuing human rights is absolutely 

necessary for the development of our so-
ciety, we must include human rights for 
everyone in our society. This is why the 
violations being committed against LGBT 
individuals are significant.  We cannot ex-
pect to evolve while simultaneously leav-
ing whole groups of people behind.  

LGBT peoples are important to protect 
because sexual rights stem from human 
rights.  National laws in the Middle East 
include discriminatory stipulations that 
permit violations such as honor killings, 
virginity testing, forced marriage and fe-
male genital mutilation.  As a result, hon-
or-killing perpetrators receive sentence re-
ductions, marital rape is not criminalized, 
abortion is illegal, and same-sex relations 
are criminalized.  “These violations extend 
beyond the realm of sexual, reproductive 
and bodily rights and gender equality: they 
constitute major impediments to develop-
ment, social justice and equality as they ob-
struct access to economic, political, social 
and educational opportunities” (Ilkkaracan, 
n.d., para. 4).  The effects of these kinds of 
discriminatory actions are far reaching and 
the consequences for continuing to crimi-

nalize same sex acts will be dire.

Background
Islamic Revolution of 1979

The Islamic Revolution of 1979 was pop-
ulist, nationalist and later Shi’a Islamic. It 
was, in part, a conservative backlash against 
the Westernizing and secularizing efforts 
of the Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi.  The 
Shah was considered a puppet of a non-
Muslim Western power (the United States) 
whose culture was contaminating that of 
Iran.  The leader of the Iranian revolution, 
Shia cleric Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, 
first came to political prominence in 1963 
when he led opposition to the Shah and his 
“White Revolution,” which was a program 
of reforms to break up landholdings, grant 
women the right to vote, provide equal-
ity in marriage, and allow religious mi-
norities to hold government office.  What 
began as an authentic and anti-dictatorial 
popular revolution based on a broad coali-
tion of anti-Shah forces soon transformed 
into an Islamic fundamentalist power-grab 
(Del Giudice, 2008).  Before the revolu-
tion, LGBT people were able to live freely, 
but post- revolution, Shari’a law was ad-
opted.  Along with these strict laws came 
a penal code that criminalized homosexu-
ality, thereby ending the ability of LGBT 
peoples to live openly in Iran.  In the 30 
years since the revolution, an increasingly 
hostile environment has forced LGBT peo-
ple to flee Iran or risk detention, corporal 
punishment, or death.  
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Relationship with the U.S.

Iran and the United States are declared 
enemies and as such do not have a relation-
ship.  Trade between the two countries is 
prohibited, and Iran has been known to con-
sistently seek nuclear capabilities as well 
as sponsor terrorism, making it impossible 
for relations to exist between the two coun-
tries.  Another area of objectionable be-
havior is Iran’s dismal human rights record 
and lack of respect for its own people.  The 
Iranian government supports violent oppo-
sition to the Middle East peace process and 
encourages Islamic extremism (State gov, 
2009).  While openly condemning Islamic 
extremism, in its dealings with Iran, the 
“United States government has never cited 
homophobia as a dangerous aspect of Is-
lamic extremism” (Moore, 2006).

The Role of Women

The correlation between the women’s 
rights movement and the LGBT rights 
movement, although not a primary com-
ponent of this paper, warrants a brief men-
tion.  The women’s movement has been 
an integral part of enacting change for the 
LGBT population worldwide.  Although 
both women’s and LGBT issues are im-
mensely complex, they share common 
threads that enable the LGBT movement to 
piggyback on the success of the women’s 
rights movement.  The gradual relinquish-
ing of traditional thoughts and concepts, 
and the establishment of new interpreta-
tions and norms, works in favor of LGBT 
peoples. The women’s movement goes first 
and knocks down previously impenetrable 
barriers.  The evolution of marriage pro-
vides an excellent example.  “Although 
some feminists thought the entire institu-

tion should be abolished, others proposed 
and made popular a modern ideal of mar-
riage as a union of equals based on love 
and respect. This ideal has room for gay 
couples where the traditional model did 
not” (Moyer, 2009, para. 12).  One hopes 
evolutions of thought such as this will open 
minds and relax people into an acceptance 
of not just women, but eventually LGBT 
people as well.  It would help if women’s 
rights activists and supporters would bring 
LGBT issues into the discourse, paving the 
way for LGBT activists and supporters.  
Historically, the women’s rights movement 
has been helpful with this plan and for that 
“the gay liberation has been deeply in-
debted to that of the women’s movement” 
(Maddison, 2001, p.1).

American Queers and Iranian Men

The world’s LGBT population does not 
see everything through rainbow-tinted 
glasses.  There is a disconnect between the 
“rah rah rah” of the American gay rights 
movement and the quiet of life on the down 
low that can be found in other regions of 
the world.     Yasmin Nair (2009), a gay 
advocate with the Bilerico Project writes, 
“‘Coming out,’ as defined by the U.S. ‘gay 
community,’ has become a dangerous ex-
port.  We’ve [as a nation] recently decided 
that there’s an international gay commu-
nity that has goals and ideals in common 
across borders, and we have no qualms 
in asserting that ‘gay rights’ are the same 
everywhere” (para. 8).  What counts as 
“gay” in the U.S. may be same sex desire 
that can’t be defined as such elsewhere.  
Case in point, men in Iran might have sex 
with each other but still see themselves 
as “straight,” continuing to live with their 
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wives and children.  According to the logic 
of idealistic American LGBT peoples, such 
men just need to come out and be happy 
under rainbow-hued umbrellas; an attitude 
that’s both simplistic and dictatorial.

This has problematic implications for ac-
tivists with Western ideals of equality.  In 
urging populations to simply “come out,” 
with no attention paid to their values or be-
lief systems, progress is stifled.  Seeing “out 
and proud” as the only alternative to a life 
in the “closet” (another Western construct) 
does more harm than good in that it is not 
only is dangerous, but it isolates the Iranian 
LGBT people.  If the LGBT population in 
non-Western societies cannot identify with 
the construct of “gay” that is thrust upon 
them, they may reject our efforts entirely 
because there is little interest in morphing 
into a doppelganger of American gay cul-
ture.  For these reasons, cultural sensitiv-
ity is key in being able to enact the type of 
change society is content to live with.

Policy 

Current importance of policy changes

In terms of the United States government, 
there is no existing policy specifically re-
garding the protection of the LGBT pop-
ulation in Iran.  The U.S. has condemned 
Iran for the heinous treatment of its own 
people, expressly recognizing the violence 
being committed against the LGBT popu-
lation.  No foreign policy has been enacted 
to motivate Iran into changing its current 
conduct.

“American diplomats have long 
argued that U.S. foreign policy 
should reflect our values as a 
nation. LGBT Americans must 
now make similar demands. With 
even a modest level of pressure, 

the U.S. diplomatic establishment 
could be nudged into following the 
lead of many European countries in 
openly and assertively standing up 
for basic human rights protections 
on behalf of LGBT communities 
overseas” (Bromley, 2007, p. 5). 

In order to be most effective “the United 
States must stop throwing its diplomatice 
weight behind efforts to block sexual and 
reproductive rights. These U.S. positions 
embolden nations that are most opposed 
to the recognitions of even basic LGBT 
rights” (Bromely, 2007, p. 9)

During the tireless discussion of policy, 
democratic systems, and social change, the 
actual suffering taking place on Iranian soil 
is forgotten.  It is important to remember 
that each day we fight for change, there are 
regular people like you and me whose lives 
are being affected--and sometimes ended- 
while governments bide their time for-
mulating opinions and stances.  The man 
talked about here was a regular person for 
which help came too late.  Hopefully that 
will not be the case much longer.  
December 4th 2007: Execution of child 

offender Makwan Moloudzadeh 

Execution for a crime committed at the 
age of 13 is a gross abuse of international 
human rights standards, which prohibit 
the execution of those convicted of crimes 
committed under the age of 18 (amnestyu-
sa.org).

Mr. Moloudzadeh, 21, was accused of 
raping three boys when he was 13 years 
old.  At this trial the key witnesses recanted 
their statements, claiming to have lied to 
authorities under duress.  It also came out 
during trial that authorities coerced Mr. 
Moloudzadeh’s confession, and he plead 
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 not guilty.  On June 7, 2007, the Seventh 
District Criminal Court of Kermanshah 
in Western Iran found him guilty and sen-
tenced him to death.  Despite an appeal, the 
Supreme Court upheld his death sentence 
on August 1, 2007 (Gays Without Borders 
[GWB], 2007).  

This caused an international uproar in 
the human rights community. Heroic ef-
forts were made to save his life.  Different 
groups, including Amnesty International, 
Human Rights Watch, and Everyone Group 
started letter writing campaigns, petitions, 
and other similar actions to draw attention 
to the case.  On November 14, 2007 Iranian 
Chief Justice, Ayatollah Seyed Mahmoud 
Hashemi Shahrudi, nullified the impend-
ing death sentence of Mr. Mouloodzadeh.  
In his opinion, the Chief Justice wrote, the 
death sentence was in violation of Islamic 
teachings and went against the law of the 
land.  

Following Iranian legal procedure, the 
case was then sent to the Special Supervi-
sion Bureau of the Iranian Justice Depart-
ment, a group of judges that are responsible 
for reviewing cases and ordering retrials 
when errors have been shown to be com-
mitted. Going against the Chief Justice, the 
panel of judges ratified the original court’s 
decision and ordered the death sentence re-
instated (GWB, 2007). 

Days later, on December 4, 2007, before 
any more campaigns could be conducted, 
or any more signatures could be acquired 
for a petition, Mr. Moloudzadeh was exe-
cuted just before dawn inside a cold prison 
without his family or lawyer present.  His 
death came days after a panel at the UN 
General Assembly passed a resolution call-
ing for a moratorium on the death penalty.  
Today there are more than seventy-five 

child offenders, just like Mr. Moloudza-
deh, on death row in Iran (Ireland, 2007; 
Amnesty, 2007).

Will traditional methods work?

There are many methods that govern-
ments can employ when attempting to af-
fect a change on another country’s human 
rights policies.  For instance, cancelling 
ministerial visits, discontinuing trade, with-
drawing ambassadors, and closing embas-
sies (Luard, 1981).  However, what options 
does a government have when dealing with 
a country (such as Iran) that does not cur-
rently enjoy any of those privileges? Does 
this mean traditional methods of diplo-
macy will be ineffective?  Not necessarily.  
There are ways of accomplishing human 
rights goals without having to conjure up 
alternative methods.  Although a facelift of 
sorts is needed in order to update the ap-
proach for dealing with Iran specifically, a 
full lobotomy where traditional techniques 
are immediately deemed ineffective is ex-
cessive and not required.

The human rights violations being com-
mitted against the LGBT population in Iran 
are relatively new-within the last few de-
cades, and therefore require new approach-
es that work in tandem with conventional 
methods.  Though traditional policy can be 
effective, this does not mean revolutionary 
methods should not be considered.  What 
must be suggested is a community-led, 
grass roots approach that enacts change on 
a personal level; the type of change the Ira-
nian people want because they are activat-
ing that change themselves.
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Community Based Efforts

I recently learned about an organization 
called Tostan and immediately my thoughts 
turned to Iran.  The description of the or-
ganization as stated on their website is a 
powerful one: 

“Tostan’s mission is to empower 
African communities to bring 
about sustainable development and 
positive social transformation based 
on respect for human rights.  Tostan 
is an international organization that 
benefits greatly from worldwide 
support.  Yet we remain dedicated 
to local, grassroots empowerment 
in both our program and our 
organization, and over 99% of 
Tostan’s paid staff is African” 
(Tostan, 2007).

Upon hearing Tostan’s philosophy, Iran 
came to mind because similar efforts im-
plemented there could prove effective in 
an increasingly changing climate.  Indeed, 
the LGBT community in Iran has made it 
known that they are ready for change.  They 
have cried out for help through newspaper 
articles, documentaries, and anonymous in-
terviews, all we have to do is listen.  Molly 
Melching, the founder of Tostan, says,

 “It’s almost impossible to change 
one by one.  People will continue to 
do what they think other people are 
doing.  Creating a critical mass or 
core group initially takes time, but 
eventually leads to rapid, universal 
results” (personal communication, 
October 7, 2009). 

 Iranian LGBT individuals have indeed 
reached critical mass.  They are so op-
pressed and beaten down, there is nowhere 
to go but up.  Creating an organization that 
would work to empower them could be in-

credibly beneficial in bringing their cause 
to the forefront of the world stage, while 
simultaneously improving from within.  

Improvement from within is crucial be-
cause research shows prescriptive mes-
saging does not work (Melching, personal 
communication, October 7, 2009). Organi-
zations cannot expect to go to Iran and tell 
the people they are doing things incorrectly, 
or there is only a single way to accomplish 
something.  Telling people what is best for 
them ultimately alienates and creates re-
sistance.  To help the LGBT population in 
Iran, there must be internal efforts made to 
enact change.  The extent of financial and 
structural efforts needed for implementa-
tion is unknown at this time, but is worth 
pursuing further.  

Hurdles to suggested methods
Lack of awareness

The current U.S. State Department’s an-
nual human rights report on Iran is over 
sixteen thousand words long.  One hundred 
and fifty six of those words belong to dis-
cussion of LGBT issues.  At the bottom of 
the report, under the title “Other Societal 
Abuses” is where one would find those one 
hundred and fifty six words.  This serves 
as a major hurdle for human rights activ-
ists hoping to change U.S. policies.  How 
can one succeed in changing entire policies 
when the issue is barely on the radar of 
government discourse?  
Lack of economic or diplomatic ties

Lack of diplomatic ties cannot stand in 
the way of action.  Governments with no 
ties to the U.S. typically represent the most 
heinous human rights violators and as a re-
sult, their citizens need help the most. In 
order to support the people of Iran, “the 
United States must declare in words and
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and show in deeds that, in spite of any 
changes in its economic or diplomatic ties 
with the Iranian regime, it is always on the 
side of the Iranian people and their demo-
cratic efforts”(Milani, 2005, p.53).
Hypocricy

The hypocrisy that exists within United 
States policy should not go unnoticed or 
unchallenged.  There are instances of hy-
pocrisy found in every government, but 
that does not make it right.  There needs 
to be accountability regarding the actions 
taken and decisions made by our govern-
ment, especially considering the United 
States of America is considered by many 
to be one of the most powerful countries 
in the world.  Whether those that idolize 
America are right or not, the fact remains 
that we are constantly being observed and 
our actions ripple throughout the rest of the 
world.  When hypocrisy is recognized, the 
world needs to hold the U.S. accountable 
for its unjust actions. 

In 2006, the Bush administration backed 
an Iranian initiative to block United Na-
tions consultative status to organizations 
working to protect the rights of LGBT peo-
ple (Human, 2006).  This act was not only a 
reversal of policy. In siding with the Irani-
an government, in a vote at the United Na-
tions, the U.S. government set a discrimi-
natory precedent that effectively quashed 
any support the U.S. had been building for 
the international LGBT community.  The 
repercussions of those actions will be felt 
for years to come, as policy reversal will 
take years.  

The Obama Administration has not done 
all that it can to support the LGBT popula-
tion.  On the campaign trail, Barack Obama 
told LGBT voters that the Defense of Mar-
riage Act (DOMA) should be repealed.  

Upon election however, his administration 
has defended DOMA, a move that has out-
raged and disappointed many LGBT rights 
supporters (LGBT, 2009). 

Despite these public acts of hypocrisy, 
the words “with liberty and justice for all” 
are recited during the Pledge of Allegiance 
every day by millions of schoolchildren.  
It will never be too soon to stop govern-
ing with hypocrisy and take real strides to-
wards ending human rights violations that 
are happening in our own backyard and 
making those words ring true for once and 
for all.
 Attempting to export western culture

In 2006, the United States Congress al-
located sixty-six million dollars to promote 
free media, personal freedom, and a better 
understanding of western values and cul-
ture (State, 2009).  Human rights activist 
Shirin Ebadi argues that, “democracy can’t 
be imported. It must be indigenous. [Irani-
ans] believe that the best Washington D.C. 
can do for democracy in Iran is to leave 
them alone. The fact is, no truly national-
ist and democratic group will accept such 
funds” (Ebadi & Sahimi, 2007, para. 9).  
Imposing the U.S.’s own culture and ide-
als onto Iran’s in a cookie cutter-like fash-
ion can cause more harm than good.  The 
United States should drop the elitist atti-
tude that every other country in the world 
aims to have identical policies, procedures, 
and values.

Transferring established policies
At this time, the U.S. does not have ex-

isting policies that are protecting the hu-
man rights of LGBT populations in oth-
ercountries that would be transferable to 
Iran.  The level of assistance that Iran has 
received regarding LGBT issues is on par 
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with the level of assistance other countries 
have received.  The issue is not one coun-
try receiving more aid and assistance while 
Iran is left out, the issue has been and con-
tinues to be that the policies simply do not 
yet exist.

 Recommendations
Government 

We must take stock of the needs pertinent 
to individual countries and respond accord-
ingly with sensitivity. Remember that “any 
broader effort to extend official U.S. dip-
lomatic or financial support more directly 
to LGBT communities in especially hostile 
environments–and often in socially, reli-
giously and culturally complex countries– 
must proceed cautiously” (Bromley, 2007, 
p.4).  As a government, we cannot continue 
efforts to blanket every corner of the world 
with the “American Dream.”  
Civil society 

Join forces with local LGBT groups and 
promote awareness of LGBT issues abroad.  
The average person is not aware of the per-
secution of millions going on at any given 
moment around the world.  
International partners

Urge the United States to take part in 
progressive action that promotes change in 
policies, programs, and thoughts.  Do not 
let constant adversity break down the lo-
comotion of the movement and remember 
that it is always a good time to be on the 
right side of history.

To achieve equality, social justice and 
democratization, we must:

Revise and reinforce legal systems
Legal systems that do not represent and 

protect all people are faulty and must be 
changed.  By taking into account all of 

its constituents, a government can ensure 
equality of care and rights.  Once appropri-
ate changes are made, these legal systems 
must be enforced, so they become more 
than words on paper.
Adopt and implement comprehensive 
rights-based education and policies

There will be no progress without educa-
tion.  Programs and policies that focus on 
rights-based education need to be prolific in 
order to break into mainstream conscious-
ness and change societal norms.  Enacting 
programs that utilize the Tostan model are 
especially encouraged.
Increase budgetary allocations for pro-
grams and institutions 

In order to assure equality and social 
change, there must be an appropriate avail-
ability of funds for the implementation of 
programs and institutions.  Without proper 
funding, many programs and policies es-
sential for carrying out change may not 
come to fruition, leaving thousands of 
LGBT Iranians without protection. 

Conclusion
Although one might think equality is a 

battle that cannot be won in Iran, it is im-
portant to recognize that great change takes 
time, and small steps can eventually turn 
into great strides. Every time Iranian schol-
ars, artists, students, and business people-
come to a conference, go to school or come 
to work in the United States, they have a 
small opportunity to educate other Irani 
ans upon their return home and share what 
they have learned.  This enacts evolution of 
thought, creating more accepting and open 
people.  Although not remarkably valiant 
efforts, these could be great starts, but un-
fortunately this type of travel is not current-
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ly allowed for Iranians.  In most cases they 
are not allowed to come to school or work 
in the U.S. and travel freely back home 
again.  The small step of allowing Iranians 
to travel freely between our borders is an 
example of how the United States can be-
gin a positive relationship with Iran, and 
possibly create foreign policies that Irani-
ans accept.  

The best way for the United States gov-
ernment to assist Iran is clear.  In order to 
further the efforts of human rights activists 
working towards ending the criminaliza-
tion of LGBT peoples in Iran, both domes-
tic and foreign U.S. policies must change.  
“Decriminalization is not the whole answer, 
but it is a key step towards respecting, pro-
tecting, and fulfilling the human rights of 
LGBT people” (Love, 2008, p.38). 
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