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With a weakening economy, populism on the rise, and the hunt for scapegoats, personal rights and 

freedoms seem to be on the decline in Egypt. People live in fear for their right to exist and to live a 

peaceful life, due to a lack of social acceptance, as well as pressure from the government. For this 

report, I spoke with activists advocating for the rights and freedoms of Egypt’s significant, albeit 

suppressed, LGBTQI community (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Queer, Intersex). I also 

followed recent developments, such as the waving of a rainbow flag at a concert in Cairo on 22 

September, and how the incident led to arrests, social polarization, and finally, the contemptuous 

demand for laws that prosecute individuals’ personal rights.  

 

Raising of a Rainbow Flag and Media Outcry 

I spoke with Mohamed, an Egyptian LGBTQI activist from Cairo, who currently lives abroad and 

chose to withhold his family name due to security reasons: “I would say that what is perceived as 

‘current crackdown’ started already in October 2013, with an estimate of over 270 arrested 

individuals. However, those arrests were not of interest to international media outlets because 

topics like terrorism and the Islamic State in Sinai, or the economic interests of European countries 

in Egypt were considered far more important.” 

However, the raising of rainbow flags at a concert for Lebanese music group Mashrou' Leila in 

Cairo has led to several arrests, domestic discussions about the legal situation of LGBTQI in 

Egypt, and has even made the rounds in international media outlets. “The raising of rainbow flags 

sparked an Egyptian media frenzy that resulted in the intensifying of the crackdown with tens of 

people arrested, at least 65, within the past month,” says Mohamed. “The raising of the flags in the 

concert symbolizes the visibility of the LGBTQI community in Egypt and steps towards fighting for 

more rights. The LGBTQI community is taking advantage of social media in its normalization of 

homosexuality and transsexualism in Egyptian society, and to serve as an alternative media outlet 

that can't be monitored by the state. As such, the LGBTQI community was truly empowered by 

social media, in spite of the unfortunate arrests and casualties.” 
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Almost every international newspaper reported critically on the arrest of the gay men after the 

concert, including The Guardian, the Independent, and the BBC. 

The New York Times also referred to a series of major security incidents that occurred in Egypt 

recently, criticizing the government for its inability to maintain basic levels of national security. 

Instead, the Egyptian government chooses to expend its efforts towards arresting LGBTQI people 

who do not, in fact, engage in any other known illegal activity. This is probably done under 

pressure or to please the more conservative segments of Egyptian society. It seems that the 

government is trying to retain its religious legitimacy, after having deposed the previous Muslim 

Brotherhood regime, as if to say the Muslim Brotherhood are not the only religious or conservative 

entity in the country. 

 

Long Way to Go: Legal Backgrounds 

“Of course, the latest crackdown was a threatening call for the LGBTQI community to go back 

underground. Not only the arrests, but there is also a draft law currently in the Egyptian Parliament, 

which officially criminalizes homosexuality. The draft uses clear terminology, and includes women 

as well as men,” says Mohamed. “The Supreme Media Council already issued a new law 

prohibiting the broadcast of any expression of homosexuality, or items normalizing homosexuality 

(e.g. rainbow flags), across all media outlets. The law also stipulates that the only expressions of 

homosexuality permitted for broadcast are when so-called ‘former homosexuals’ repent their 

‘perverted behaviour.’”  

Until now, Egypt had maintained a comparatively more ambivalent legal posture towards 

homosexuality, unlike several other countries in the MENA region. Homosexuality is interpreted as 

“sodomy” and is punishable by death in Saudi Arabia, Iran, Sudan, Yemen and Mauritania. Other 

countries in the Arab World (Algeria, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, Oman, Qatar, Somalia, 

Tunisia and Syria) prescribe imprisonment for acts of homosexuality. Arab-West Report’s Italian 

intern Serena Tolino reported on the legal backgrounds of homosexuality in Egypt already in 2006. 

However, Egypt does make use of an antiquated law criminalizing “debauchery,” which authorities 

exploit to jail LGBTQI people. I also spoke with Dalia Abd Elhameed, Director of the Gender and 

Sexuality Department at the NGO Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights (EIPR), who works on-

the-ground in Cairo. Dalia believes that the recent wave of arrests (mainly gay men) after the 

Mashrou’ Leila concert is part of a bigger issue: “What we have been experiencing lately is nothing 

new. It is another wave and part of a pattern we have been observing since 2014.”  
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Dalia also emphasizes that, in terms of policy, Egypt has already come a long way: “We went from 

complete social denial of the mere existence of homosexuality, to its acknowledgment. Now, for 

the first time, it is actually on the table. That said, we do not fool ourselves into thinking this is an 

opportunity to change current homophobic legislation. There is still a long way to go.” The legal 

situation in Egypt is complicated: Even though “homosexuality” is not punishable by law, there are 

laws against what is called “debauchery” and “promoting sexual deviancy,” with people sentenced 

to several years in prison, and others jailed for using online dating applications, such as Grindr 

Sometimes, authorities even go so far as to examine so-called “suspected homosexuals,” using 

highly questionable methods including “invasive forensic anal examinations,” according to Amnesty 

International. 

Moreover, further means of stigmatization and criminalization are in the process, as reported by 

prominent media outlets, including Egypt Independent: “As part of the homophobic trend, MP Ryad 

Abdel Sattar on Wednesday introduced to the parliament’s speaker Ali Abdel Aal a draft law 

entailing five main articles to criminalize homosexuality. The draft law would pave the way for strict 

punitive measures against the LGBTQI community in Egypt, in addition to restricting the presence 

of homosexuals inside Egyptian society, Abdel Sattar said in media statements dedicated to local 

newspapers” (Taha Sakr, “MP drafts homophobic law to jail LGBTQI people or ‘promoters’ in 

Egypt,” Egypt Independent 25/10/2017). 

Therefore, as Abd Elhameed notes, there is definitely more recognition of homosexuality 

throughout Egyptian society today than ever before, due to the greater visibility offered through 

avenues like the internet and incidents like the Mashrou’ Leila concert. Critically, society-at-large is 

now more attentive to the existence of various forms of non-heteronormative expressions of 

sexuality, not simply male homosexuality. That said, recent develops have underscored the 

tenuous trade-off between visibility and safety. As important as it is to ensure the LGBTQI 

community can freely and unashamedly express itself, one must also contend with the safety and 

security implications that this visibility could trigger, especially in a country like Egypt with such 

widespread, culturally endorsed homophobia. 

 

Going Underground or Public Advocacy? 

“Many members of the LGBTQI community started making plans to travel to Europe, Canada and 

the USA and applying for asylum.” says Mohamed, who faces the complicated situation himself. At 

first, he left Egypt to attend a conference. “Then I got news that I am at risk if I return. I am on a 
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tourist visa right now. I don’t know where I will live afterwards.” His biggest problem is that he does 

not know if he is wanted by the police in Egypt or not: “I face mental and psychological stress due 

to the overall situation, and I am concerned for the well-being of others still in Egypt.” However, he 

himself chose to not apply for asylum and leave, but rather to continue the struggle at home. 

According to Dalia from EIPR, the situation of the LGBTQI community in Egypt is not unique but it 

is part of the generally oppressive climate in Egypt: “Many different people are suffering from the 

dictatorship, this includes journalists, students, human rights activists, and even the Islamists.” 

“There is misplaced impunity for police officers and perpetrators of all kinds [of violence] in Egypt. 

They are enjoying their power,” laments Dalia, talking about the militarisation of public spaces in 

Egypt, but also about the declining economy. It is especially the latter, says Dalia, which has led to 

such stark social polarisation in Egypt: “All people in Egypt suffer from the economy. And the 

government is on the hunt for any scapegoats to demonstrate that they actually do something.” 

Despite recent reports that the Egyptian economy has been improving, the Egyptian Pound lost 

almost half of its value in less than one year, a situation that unfortunately remained unchanged 

thus far. 

“Either this regime conducts extensive reforms to improve Egyptian citizens’ well-being and 

welfare, or they can keep oppressing citizens even more with such faulty maladministration. 

Nevertheless, at a certain time we will reach the brink, and this is when another revolution will 

happen and from that point, we will go forward again,” says Mohamed, also citing the need for 

more international awareness and advocacy.  

“When working on international advocacy, we used to get this polite response that our way of work 

is unconventional and we need to be more visible, as we were mostly doing community-based 

social work. Nowadays, we are doing more in the field of advocacy on both the regional and 

international level, to increase pressure on the Egyptian government. So our level of visibility 

increased.” 

 

Divide and Conquer 

The belief that something will change is not shared by all members of the community, however. 

One member of the gay community, who prefers to stay anonymous for reasons of personal 

safety, tells me that especially gay men live under the “toughest circumstances ever” in Egypt. 
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“You are an easy target here. People are randomly arrested in cafés. In fact, many people are 

scared to death.” 

“Egyptian society is obsessed with religion and sex, especially due to the media. But the 

persecution of LGBTQI individuals is not based on religion, it is politicized. Personal scandals 

involving any sexual dimension are a welcome distraction, and the media is a tool of the regime to 

distract public opinion from economic and political problems. It seems like anyone who is 

considered “oppositional” to the government, or chooses to live a life that is gender or socially non-

conforming to society-at-large is affected: It is just another attempt to divide and conquer Egypt.”  

According to him, it is all incitement. “Charges are always fabricated. Especially gay, bi or queer men 

and transgender women are arrested on charges of habitual debauchery and prostitution.” 

Prostitution is illegal in Egypt (according to Law no. 10/1961) and, officially, police officials are 

exerting efforts to combat it. He also informs us that Egypt has recently witnessed its very first case 

of arrest for lesbian women. 

Our interviewee further criticizes the lack of public outcry, both domestically, and from foreign 

governments. “Of course, there was a lot of reporting in foreign media, and international NGOs 

reacted to the precarious situation, but foreign governments kept quiet so far.” He cannot 

understand the lack of international criticism: “Egypt has ratified all international documents 

regarding different aspects of human rights. Yet members of parliament put a draft like the one 

against us on the table and do not even get criticized for it.”  

Yet this, our interviewee argues, is paradoxical: “The media in fact blames ‘foreigners’ for 

supporting us, trying to further polarize the debate and make it into a nationalistic act for one to be 

homophobic. This is just another way to divide the society.” Egypt is widely known for its 

longstanding culture of strong nationalism. Since the 1952 Free Officer’s Coup, Egypt has been led 

by a string of military dictators, who leaned on constructed notions of nationalism and patriotism to 

stimulate support for their oppressive and inequitable regimes. 

 

State of Uncertainty 

After the removal of the Muslim Brotherhood, al-Sisi’s government appears adamant on proving its 

ability to preserve “public morality” and “Egypt’s religious identity.” By doing so, they appease the 

more conservative segments of society, and distract the general public from the prevailing 

economic stagnation and widespread human rights abuses. Consequently, the government draws 
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unprecedented attention to the LGBTQI issue, which they market as a “sex scandal” and/or a 

“public morality issue” – not at all a human rights issue. In fact, rights discourse is flat out rejected 

with respect to LGBTQI issues in Egypt, with its advocates mocked and/or persecuted. 

Our interviewee who remains in Egypt fears for his personal security: “We have to be careful. 

People go underground. Many active members of the community have left Egypt for good, and 

advocacy is mostly done from outside Egypt. For us who are still here, it is hard. You have to go 

into hiding. You don’t use dating apps anymore, as there are reports of people using them to 

identify, sometimes beat up gay people. You have to delete your social media profiles and chat 

histories; you don’t go out anymore. You do not talk to newcomers any more. You have to isolate 

yourself to be as safe as possible,” adding that “hopefully there will be another crisis soon enough, 

so the focus of the public goes to some other topic. Otherwise, I have a dark vision of Egypt in the 

future.” 

“I have always been optimistic and, even in this situation, I am still optimistic,” points out Mohamed 

to the contrary, still refusing to call it a “problem,” but rather as a phase of transition: “The LGBTQI 

community in Egypt is no different than the same community in any other country in the 

surrounding region, or worldwide. We all fight for our equality, not only through the law, but also on 

the level of social consciousness and acceptance. It has always been very difficult in Egypt to 

achieve any kind of social change, but it will happen, even if only in small steps.” 

“It is hard to remain hopeful, but I try to remind myself,” says Dalia, and it is crystal clear who she 

is been talking to when she says, “you cannot stop the future.” 

 

The views expressed in this article are the author’s own and do not necessarily reflect Arab-West 

Report’s editorial policy. All interviewees had a pre-read prior to publication and their feedback was 

included. 


