Geographies of Sexuality and
the Gay Male Body
an ethnographic enquiry into the experiences of homosexual men in Vitória, Brazil.

“[A world without homophobia?] I think it’s a place where you won’t be fired
because you’re gay. It’s a place where your parents won’t kick you out of your home
because you’re gay, or a place where gay people commit suicide because people
don’t accept them. It’s a place where gay people won’t be beaten up on the streets,
where lesbians aren’t fetishized. Where gays won’t be erased from the community,
and where trans people can live longer than 30 years” – MS, 22
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Abstract
This thesis focuses on the position and experiences of gay men in Vitória, Brazil, and the ways in which
they express themselves and their sexuality through their bodies as they move through different
settings and spaces. Fieldwork has looked into the places and settings wherein research participants do
or do not feel safe and comfortable. This has been observed and examined in the extent to which they
feel free to express their personality, gender identity and sexuality through their body language and
appearance and to show their affection to others. This study found that the main societal influences on
the safety, comfort and freedom of expression of research participants are dominant gender roles,
heteronormativity and machismo culture which dictate behavior and attitudes towards homosexuality.
From these aspects, homophobia is a possible outcome. Research participants have shown to adopt
different strategies to deal with situations in which they are confronted with discrimination and
homophobia. Herein, the body can be used as a tool to access the social, and to either maintain or
challenge geographies of sexuality.
Keywords: gender, sexuality, homosexual men, body, geography of sexuality, homophobia,
heteronormativity.
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Introduction
At first sight, the gay scene in Vitória seems like a vibrant, free, safe and open-minded space. It offers a
place where everyone can be themselves and where love knows no sex or gender. However, looking more
closely into the situation for the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender (LGBT) community, this colorful
image quickly changes. Levels of homophobia and hate crimes against the LGBT community are peaking
and the social and political environment is getting more and more conservative (Grupo Gay da Bahia,
2016). Many questions arose after my first visit to Vitória in 2017, and after getting to know the gay
scene in the city. How does this affect the daily lives of gay men? How do they deal with this? And how
does this show in their feeling of freedom and their expressions of sexuality and affection? These were
the cornerstones of this thesis and inspired me to start this research.
Over the past decades, worldwide attention for the gay male community, their human rights, and their
recognition as equals in society, has emerged. Some significant improvements for this community have
been made throughout the world, though much more works needs to be done. From the countries in
South and Central America, Brazil is said to be among the top three farthest developed when it comes
to the legal rights for not just gay men, but for the LGBT community as a whole. A report by Corrales
(2015) shows that, anno 2013, the LGBT community in Brazil is allowed to engage in sexual activity, have
relationships, marry someone from the same sex and raise a child together; all of which aim for the
decriminalization of non-heterosexuality. Furthermore, anyone can serve the military, is to be protected
from discrimination, and should have a protected gender identity. The one, perhaps crucial, issue that
has not been properly attended yet, is the punishment of hate crimes. Hate crimes are crimes motivated
by prejudice, such as race, religion, sex, or in this case; sexuality. In this way, Brazil comes across as a
progressive country, but the reality proves different. The reality for the LGBT community is harsh and
the numbers of hate crimes against them are peaking (Grupo Gay da Bahia, 2016). The frequency with
which hate crimes occur, demonstrates the hostile attitude towards the LGBT community in Brazil.
Hence, the institution of LGBT rights does not mean reality changes to the same extent.
The experience of what the reality for a gay man living in Brazil is like in this day and age, in the current
national and international political environment, is the point of focus in this thesis. More specifically, I
looked into the way they experience, and deal with, this situation and how this translates into their
bodily expressions (their appearance, body language, embodied practices) as they navigate different
spaces and places in the city. Up till now, a large part of the literature on LGBT people in Brazil has
focused on health care improvements, the battle against AIDS, and prostitution among the LGBT
community. Furthermore, much of the research about homosexual men or the LGBT community as a
whole has been conducted with a national focus. Therefore, a more small-scale, qualitative,
ethnographic research may contribute to mapping out the situation in Brazil as experienced by, in this
case, gay men themselves. To this end, I performed a literature study and an ethnographic research
with four months of fieldwork in Vitória, Brazil. In this Introduction, I will discuss the relevant socio-
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political background of Brazil, as well as the current situation and position of gay men in Brazil and the
approach taken in this research.

Background Brazil
Some background information on the current and past socio-political situation is necessary to sketch a
more complete image of the situation in which my research took place. Some context of the current
socio-political situation in Brazil will be discussed below. But first, some historical context. Brazil is a
diverse and large country with the size of Europe and a relatively short history of independence. Just
over 500 years ago, the Portuguese started invading and colonizing Brazil and after hundreds of years
of colonial rule, Brazil declared itself independent from Portugal in 1822, marking the birth of the Empire
of Brazil. From 1889 on, Brazil became a Republic, after which alternating military dictatorships, coups
and overthrowing and reinstating democracy followed. Only in the 1980s, democracy was truly instated
in Brazil. With a diverse mix of cultures, origins and a country this spacious, different states and
populations need different governmental services and their interests may clash from time to time.
Besides the paradisiacal image a tourist in Brazil may experience, there are many problems the country
and its inhabitants are struggling with, such as corruption, racism, gun violence and social and economic
inequality. Some of these issues that are related to this thesis will be discussed below.

Context
In Brazil a “machismo” culture is strongly present. Gay men – along with men-to-women transgenders,
or “travesti” – are regularly confronted with this phenomenon, since it dictates certain social rules for
how a man should behave and what he should look like. This machismo culture is strongly connected to
hegemonic gender roles for men and women (Kimmel, 1994; Melasipo, 2017). Besides, the Brazilian
culture knows quite some conservatism and the traditional family structure is highly valued. The latter
is influenced by religious beliefs and shows clearly in politics, which will be discussed below. Besides
having characteristics of machismo and conservatism, the Brazilian culture can show characteristics of
collectivism, which entails that the community, the collective, is central. In a collectivist culture, people
think of themselves in relation to the collective they are part of, and in most cases, the goals of the
individual are considered subordinate to those of the collective they are part of. This does not mean
people cannot act driven by individual goals in a collectivist culture; in any culture, there are collectivist
and individualist people in different degrees. What it means in practice, is that in a collectivist culture,
for instance, people tend more to share their food, drinks and welfare with people from their collective
(Triandis, 2018). These cultural characteristics have been noticed during fieldwork and have shown their
influence on the situation for gay men in Brazil. These influences will recur later on in this thesis in
relation to the data collected during fieldwork.
Another contextual aspect of the Brazilian population worth elaborating on here, is religion. The
majority of the Brazilian population is religious. During the last centuries, Catholicism has pre-dominated
in Brazil, although in the last few decades, the Catholic Church has been declining, partly due to a growth
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of Protestantism. Nowadays, roughly 22 per cent of the more than 200 million Brazilians is Protestant,
which mainly consists of the Evangelical and Pentecostal churches. The Evangelical Church’s presence
in Brazil is relatively recent but their influence on the society and politics is significant, mainly as a result
of the Bancada Evangélica; the Evangelical Bench in the National Congress. The Evangelical Bench is not
a party on its own, its members are affiliated with different parties in the Congress, but its presence has
been rising persistently over the last years. Their aim is to defend evangelicals’ interests from different
parties. Nowadays, the Bancada Evangélica consists of a total of 199 of the 513 current parliamentarians
(Soares, 2018), whereas in 2009 there were only 40 out of the 513 (Beal & Stangler, 2009). The
problematic part of the rise of the evangelicals and their increasing power in politics, is that the
Evangelical Church is outspokenly homophobic. As Cowie (2018) writes, Evangelic TV programs often
compare homosexuality to the devil, and, since homophobic speech is not a punishable federal crime,
they are allowed to spread this kind of perspective. The current increasing poverty and crisis in Brazil
have caused the Evangelic Church and the Bancada Evangélica to grow and gain power, and,
consequently, homophobia is peaking (Arsenault, 2017; Cowie, 2018).
Henceforth, besides the connection between religion and homophobia, politics is often associated with
this too. This connection between homophobia and politics thus comes from the Bancada Evangélica
and the current overall right-wing political climate in Brazil. On a global scale, there has been a
conservative wave in politics, and this too has had affected Brazil. This year (2018), presidential elections
will be held and the prospects thereof are not considered to be positive among the gay community.
One of the presidential candidates that is feared in particular, is Jaír Bolsonaro. Bolsonaro is a politician
from the Social Liberal Party (Partido Social Liberal). With Bolsonaro as president some serious
repercussions on the position of every marginalized group in Brazil’s society could follow. Bolsonaro’s
attitude is comparable to that of Donald Trump, current president of the United States of America.
Much like Trump, Bolsonaro makes promises which should take Brazil back to the times everything was
better. Furthermore, he makes extreme statements about women, black people and LGBT people, and
presents himself as a hero amidst a state of crisis. Although Brazil has been struggling with corruption
scandals and overall political disorganization and compartmentalization in the political field for quite
some time now, the current circumstances in the political climate have proven to be extra worrisome
(“Brazil corruption scandals: All you need to know,” 2018). The aforementioned conservative wave has
to do with the compartmentalization; a more severe separation between left-wing and right-wing
parties. Some parties and politicians become more and more conservative, and thereby the gap
between them and different parties and political movements becomes wider. This, together with the
ongoing recovery from the worst economic crisis in recorded history, has made more and more room
for right-wing, conservative parties (Polimédio, 2017).

Position gay men in Brazil
The situation for the LGBT community in Brazil comes across as quite contradictory; the image the
Brazilian government displays with the institution of LGBT rights gives an impression of progression and
development for the LGBT community. However, in real life, things are different. The everyday
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confrontation with homophobia is real. Brazil is said to be the world’s leader in murders against LGBT
people, taking up 44% of the global total in 2012. This causes an LGBT person in Brazil to be 800 percent
more likely to be killed in a hate crime than a heterosexual person (Corrales, 2015; Melasipo, 2017).
What makes it even worse, is the impunity of these hate crimes. In Brazil, hate crimes based on one’s
sexuality are not acknowledged as such, making homophobic violence invisible. Moreover, the LGBT
community is said to face obstacles to the – already flawed – justice system (Amnesty International,
2017). The lack of police response, the flawed justice system, and the subsequent high rates of impunity
fuel and justify homophobia (Melasipo, 2017). These statistics have mainly been collected by NGOs, for
the Brazilian government does not keep track of hate crimes since they are not acknowledged as such.
It is, therefore, hard to say with certainty, that Brazil is actually the world’s leader in hate crimes on
LGBT people, as there are countries where homosexuality is still criminalized and not accepted as a
sexual orientation at all. Therefore, in these countries, hate crimes based on sexuality are even more
obscured than they are in Brazil. This, however, does not dismiss the alarmingly high rates of hate crimes
and homophobia in Brazil.
The Brazilian government has not been blind to the problem of homophobia in Brazil. For 13 years
(between 2003 and 2016), the Partido dos Trabalhadores (PT), a democratic social party, was the biggest
one in Brazil. Former presidents Luiz Inácio Lula da Silva and Dilma Rousseff from the PT made some
attempts at battling homophobia during their presidencies. Lula da Silva launched the Brasil sem
Homofobia (Brazil without Homophobia) Program, which aimed at tackling homo-, lesbo-, and
transphobia by raising awareness for LGBT issues and by training public officials. He set up this initiative
in collaboration with the United Nations (UN) and thereby seemed to make a commitment to
eliminating all forms of homophobic, lesbophobic and transphobic violence (Permanent Mission of
Brazil to the United Nations Office in Geneva, 2015). In the decade that followed, the Brazilian
government made promising efforts to improve the representation of LGBT people in media and
politics, and worked on enhancing their legal situation. However, their efforts have, besides the
institution of more LGBT rights, not been sufficient. The 2016 report on murders of LGBT people in Brazil
by the NGO ‘Grupo Gay da Bahia’ (GGB), reveals that no less than 343 LGBT people lost their lives to
violence. On average, that means every 25 hours an LGBT person is killed. In the past 37 years in which
the GGB has been collecting this data, the number of deaths has never been this high. Compared to the
beginning of this century, the numbers have nearly tripled (Grupo Gay da Bahia, 2016). This shows that
in reality, gay men still face many challenges, inequality and risks. This contradiction between what the
law says and what reality shows has been the cornerstone of this research. It is what inspired me to look
further into what the situation is really like and how gay men deal with that situation. This has been
researched using different strategies and by focusing on the interaction between the body and the
place, the setting they are in.
This thesis discusses and analyzes all parts of my research. First, the next chapter on Research Approach
& Methods explains the research approach and methodology used in all phases of research. The
research objective and questions are reviewed as well as the data collection methods and analysis of
11

the ethnographic fieldwork I conducted in Vitória, Brazil. Thereafter, in the Conceptual Framework, the
outcomes of literature studies that shaped the lens through which I looked during this research is
discussed. Then, three empirical chapters follow in which the data collected during fieldwork is analyzed
in relation to the concepts from the conceptual framework and the sub-questions from this research.
The thesis concludes with the Discussion & Conclusions wherein all findings come together to form an
overall answer to the main research question.
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1. Research Approach & Methods
This chapter contains an explanation of the aim of this research, the research questions and the methods
used to answer these questions. The type of research, data collection methods, data analysis, ethical
considerations and my position in the field will be discussed and are all relevant to fully understand this
thesis and its results.

Research objective and questions
As described in the Introduction, the situation for gay men in Brazil – and the LGBT community in general
– is problematic and contradictory. As Melasipo (2017) explains, crimes resulting from homophobia
stem from a discriminatory attitude towards sexual orientation and gender identity; this is what qualifies
them as hate crimes. Therefore, attention will be paid to the daily confrontation of gay men with
homophobia and the effects this has on the expressions of their sexuality and gender identity. This will
be studied using geography of sexuality, which makes the connection between sexuality and space.
Geography of sexuality looks into the social rules and norms steering sexual behavior in different spaces
and places. By exploring these geographies of sexuality and the heterosexual norms dominating them,
the ways in which gay men create safe spaces, and experience and deal with the situation outsides these
spaces, are addressed.
The Conceptual Framework will zoom in on the theoretical explanation of all concepts that are
significant in this thesis, among which are gender identity, sex, sexuality and masculinity. These concepts
will contribute to the formulation and understanding of the body, which is, together with geography of
sexuality, the most central concept in this thesis. In this thesis, the body and its expressions – body
language, appearance and embodied practices – have been analyzed as they move between different
geographies of sexuality. Therefore, the aim of this research is to explore the ways in which the body
and embodied practices create, maintain or challenge geographies of sexuality, which are generally
dominated by heteronormativity and dominant gender roles. The body has, in this view, a possibility to
either abide to these norms or to challenge them and thereby influence geographies of sexuality. The
other way around, geographies of sexuality, heteronormativity and dominant social norms about, for
instance, masculinity, influence the body too. Ultimately, the aim is to obtain a deeper understanding
of experiencing and dealing with heteronormativity and homophobia as a gay man in Vitória.
The main research question and three sub-questions have been used as guidelines throughout all
phases of this research. In the three empirical chapters and the discussion and conclusions, these
questions are discussed using the collected data. The main research question is as follows:
What insights do we gain on the experience and expression of sexuality among gay
men in Vitória, Brazil, by studying geography of sexuality in relation to embodied
practices?
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Supporting this question, the three sub-questions are as follows:
I.

To what extent, and how, do gay men in Vitória experience homophobia and
heteronormativity?

II.

In what ways are gender identity and sexuality expressed in the gay male body?

III.

What influences do time and space have on body appearance and embodied
practices?

Sub-question I is addressed in Chapter 3 on Homophobia and Heteronormativity. Sub-question II is
debated in Chapter 4 on the Body and expressions of Gender identity and Sexuality, and sub-question
III is examined in Chapter 5 on Geographies of Sexuality. Lastly, the Discussion and Conclusions will come
back to the main research question and how the different chapters and sub-questions contribute to
answering it.

Societal and academic relevance
This thesis contributes to the understanding of the position of gay men in Vitória, and the ways they
deal with the daily confrontations with homophobia in the changing socio-political climate around them.
It addresses the expression of their personality and sexuality through their bodies, and to what extent
this is influenced by, and influences, different geographies of sexuality. Hereby, different factors impact
the social rules about what is and what is not acceptable. How research participants experience issues
such as homophobia, and how they feel fear or pressure from society was addressed and researched
during fieldwork. This means that both external influences and internal intentions and expectations are
analyzed and discussed in this thesis.
To this point, much of the research into the position of homosexuals, or the LGBT community as a whole,
have been largely quantitative, large-scale researches, producing more general outcomes. By
conducting ethnographic research, focused on the experiences of a specific group of gay men, this thesis
aims to add a more small-scale perspective on the situation and experiences of gay men in Brazil.
Furthermore, by applying ethnographic methods for fieldwork there is the opportunity for research
participants to share their story, their experiences, their views on the situation. Hence, herein lies the
academic relevance of this research. A focused, small-scale investigation into the situation for gay men
in the Brazilian society complements the more large-scale researches that already exist. It is important
to show this perspective and to represent the participants’ experiences in academic literature, for their
experiences show the true situation of matters for gay men in Vitória. This research may, therefore be
an interesting addition to future researches into homophobia in Brazil and ways to battle and overthrow
it. Knowing what gay men themselves experience and how they battle and deal with the consequences
of homophobia is meaningful herein.
As for the societal relevance, the statistics of homophobic violence against gay men, the consequences
this has on their chances in life, and their feeling of safety and comfort, explains it. Homophobia and its
14

repercussions for people’s lives is a societal issue which should be addressed properly in order to figure
out ways to move forward and improve the situation. Therefore, attention for people’s own experiences
is more than relevant; it is necessary. From these experiences, and the analysis thereof, important areas
for improvement and current strategies (and their perceived effectiveness) can be indicated. From this,
new directions for future research are identified at the end of this thesis. Besides being useful for future
research, the outcomes of this research might be of significance to drawing up policies for governmental
or non-governmental organizations. Policies that are, for instance, directed at battling homophobia or
decreasing discrimination on the basis of sexuality, might find this thesis useful.

Research sites
This research was conducted in the Metropolitan Area of Greater Vitória (which includes the cities
Vitória, Vila Velha, Serra, Cariacica, Viana, Guarapari and Fundão in the state of Espírito Santo, Brazil),
with a strong focus on the city of Vitória. The research participants live in Vitória, Vila Velha and Serra,
but most of the gay scene and their lives takes place in the city of Vitória. This is where most of the gay
nightlife and the biggest University of the region are located. In Figure 1 and 2 below, the location of
the stat of Espírito Santo and the Metropolitan Area of Greater Vitória are displayed.

Figure 1: the State of Espírito Santo in Brazil

Figure 2: Metropolitan Area of Greater Vitória

Within Vitória, some places clearly stood out as part of the gay scene. Places generally identified as “safe
places” were the Federal University of Espírito Santo (UFES) and the gay nightlife, mainly located in the
neighborhood “Jardim da Penha” in Vitória. In nightlife, there are four well-known gay-friendly options:
Rua da Lama, Fluente, Bolt and Stone Pub. These are places where a big part of this research took place.
Jardim da Penha is a quite wealthy neighborhood with a lively nightlife where many University students
live and spend their days. While doing research, I was living in adjacent neighborhood: Maria Ortiz. This
is a relatively poor neighborhood, but all the more characteristic and lively. Below, there is a map in
which the main research sites are displayed.
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Figure 3: Research sites in Vitória

The neighborhood Maria Ortiz is located further to the north of the city, but very easily accessible by
car, bus, bike or taxi services. These are also the main ways of transportation I used during fieldwork.
During the day I mainly used a bike or bus, or a car when I was travelling with other people. During the
night, I almost always opted for a taxi service (like Uber), because of safety reasons. In Chapter 5 of this
thesis, the places indicated on the map will be discussed in more detail and in relation to the research
topic.

Research participants
During fieldwork, the focus was on young, middle-class, gay men from the Greater Vitória Metropolitan
Area; specifically, Vila Velha, Vitória and Serra. The 18 gay men who participated in interviews are
between the ages of 18 and 36, of whom 14 are college students and 4 are working. In the end, a quite
homogenous group of young men was involved in this research. Furthermore, I interviewed Deborah
Sabará, a transgender woman, head of an NGO for the LGBT community in Brazil, and active human
rights defender. She is an impressive, courageous person who risks her own life defending those of
others. Speaking for minorities in Brazil is certainly not without danger, and she tries to speak for all of
them. She started in the LGBT community, where she stood up for LGBT rights and helps LGBT people
in whatever way she can (for example by providing information and contraceptives for transgender
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prostitutes). She reaches out to the UN and the Pope of the Catholic Church to assist her in her battle
and intervene in the homophobic situation in Brazil. This interview is a valuable addition to this thesis,
because Sabará was able to give insight in the situation from another level. She is the one dealing with
governmental institutions, politicians, NGOs, and, most importantly, with the people in the LGBT
community most severely affected by homo- and transphobia. This granted first-hand information on
the “bigger picture”, in which my research participants have a place.

Methods
The data collection for this thesis contains three different phases. First, a literature review was done to
provide a basis for the data collection during fieldwork. In the second phase, data was collected by
conducting ethnographic fieldwork among a specific group of gay men in Vitória, Brazil. And thirdly, the
data from both previous phases was analyzed and processed in this final thesis report. In this section,
the methods used in these different phases will be elaborated on, starting with an explanation of the
essence and goals of ethnographic research.

Ethnography
“In ethnography…a major goal of the research process is self-reflexivity – what we learn about the self
as a result of the study of the “other”” (Chiseri-Strater, 1996: 119).
Ethnography cannot be explained in a single definition, since its definition is too dependent on its
researcher and research participants who are, according to Madden (2010), too complicated and messy.
Nonetheless, there are some core aspects that ethnographic studies have in common. First of all,
ethnography means writing about people, and specifically, about culturally, ethnically or socially defined
groups of people. It is not just about the writing, but inherently involves a practice, and subsequently
writing about that practice. Secondly, to conduct ethnographic research, being with people is another
requirement. Ethnography typically values face-to-face contact with research participants, and the idea
that in order to understand other humans, one should do, live and experience life as they do. Participant
observation is, therefore, a main strategy in this type of research. In the end, the goal should be “to
build theories of culture and society, theories of human behavior and attitudes, and to appreciate what
it means to be human in particular social and cultural contexts.” (Madden, 2010: 17). Thirdly,
ethnography is about theorizing about people, not just describing their behavior. This theorizing mainly
occurs through a combination of inductive and deductive theory building, meaning both ‘bottom up’,
based on experiences in the field, and ‘top down’, using theories acquired in education. A fourth
characteristic of ethnography is the use of the ethnographer’s body. Since participant observation is the
main tool to collect data in the field, the ethnographer’s body and its sensations are part of this data.
To put it in Bourdieusian terms; the ethnographer should strive to acquire another’s habitus – one’s
generative embodied history. Simultaneously, one should be aware of one’s own habitus that is brought
into the field. Finally, ethnography attempts to find common ground between ‘emic’ and ‘etic’
perspectives on human behavior. Emic understandings reflect on the insider’s point of view, and the
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etic the outsider’s point of view. The aim is not to balance, but rather to combine and synthesize these
two points of view (Madden, 2010).
These characteristics also apply to the research for this thesis. The combination of an insider and an
outsider’s perspective on the situations encountered during fieldwork have proven to be highly
effective. In this way, a balance between empathy and understanding, and observation and analysis,
was found. This gives a valuable combination of understanding and analyzing research participants. The
value of ethnographic research lies, as I experienced it, in putting yourself in other people’s shoes,
seeing the world as they do. As I see it, one cannot conduct a qualitative, sociological research, drawing
conclusions about people’s behavior and choices in life, while not knowing what it is like to live life like
they do. The biggest challenge then, for me, was to also maintain the ‘etic’ point of view in order to
remain sufficiently objective. Reflection, and going back and forth between the insider and outsider’s
position, were crucial, for they enforced a certain level of objectivity for me as researcher. Next, the
methods used for collection and analysis of the data are discussed and the ways of accessing research
participants are explained. Then, later on in this chapter, I will elaborate on my position in the field
during fieldwork.

Data collection methods
In phase one – literature review – the existing literature about the concepts applied in this thesis, and
about the situation of gay men in Brazil, was explored. A selection of articles was used to specify the
topic for this thesis, to write the proposal and guide research during fieldwork. This framework returns
in this thesis, with some additional literature added.
In fieldwork, a set of data collection methods were used. During the four months spent in Vitória,
ethnographic fieldwork consisted of several data collection strategies: (participant) observation,
informal conversations and semi-structured interviews. Participant observation is a crucial, but limited
strategy in this thesis. It has been a valuable method to provide insights into the movement of research
participants in an urban setting. By experiencing “a day in the life of…”, and joining research participants
in different activities they do in a day, a clear vision on their behavior and expressions throughout
different settings can be sketched. It has proven to be difficult to make clear statements about their
behavior and body language, for observing and analyzing body language is not my area of expertise.
However, these expressions through body language, appearance and embodied practices have also
been discussed in informal conversations and interviews, which have turned out to be the most valuable
data collection methods. Through this triangulation of data collection methods, I have been able to
research and analyze research participants’ perception of expression through the body. Furthermore,
there were some limitations in participant observation due to the fact that I am not a man and not gay.
Since these are the most distinctive characteristics defining the research participants, this offered
additional challenges to truly understand them and their actions. More on my position in the field will
be discussed in the section on Positionality.
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Besides participant observation, regular, non-participatory observations contributed to this research.
Aspects that have been observed were the body language, appearance, expressions of gender and
sexuality, social interactions between research participants, and the differences in these in different
settings. Moreover, during interviews, observation of the interviewee was important, for the way they
express themselves and the corresponding body language is determinant for what kind of message
comes across.
Lastly, interviews were conducted to collect data during fieldwork. In the end, a total of 18 gay men
participated in interviews. These were semi-structured interviews, guided by a topic list. The
participants in the interviews were all between the ages of 18 and 36 and largely came from families
with middle-class incomes. Therefore, most of them were able to study in private primary and secondary
schools and to go to college afterwards. It can be argued, they all occupied certain privileges in
comparison with gay men from lower social and/or economic classes. This, however, does not mean
these research participants have not faced their own challenges in life, due to the fact that they are gay.
In the interviews, the experiences of being, and growing up, as a gay man in Vitória were addressed.
Different types of experiences in different stages of their lives were discussed and their opinion and
view on different aspects of the Brazilian culture and society were addressed. The topic list used in
interviews can be found in the Appendix. Besides the interviews with these 18 gay men, there was the
interview with Sabará, as explained above.

Access
In previous travels, key contacts in the gay community in Vitória were already established. Three close
friends I made there have a wide network in this community and this was a priceless fundament for
fieldwork. By participating in their daily activities and getting to know their network, new research
participants were found. They helped me tremendously in finding participants for interviews, since it
was quite hard finding gay men who spoke sufficient English and were willing to do an interview. Hence,
the first few interviews were found via these friends, and afterwards other interviewees were found
through snowball sampling. This type of sampling has proven highly effective when the research
population is hard to reach or even hidden (Waters, 2015). In this case, making use of the networks of
other research participants seemed to be the best way to find participants and to establish a sentiment
of trust. When other participants approached them and told them about this research and the kind of
interviews conducted, this was reassuring for new participants. Many of them got nervous to participate
in an interview, because of having to speak English and opening up about their experiences in life.
However, these nerves generally disappeared soon after finding out they just had to talk about
themselves. Besides, I made sure the atmosphere during interviews was open, light and safe, in order
to make the participants feel comfortable. Furthermore, in this way of accessing participants, a
homogenous group of research participants was composed.

19

Language

Since the offer of Portuguese language courses was either non-existent or too expensive, the only
Portuguese I learned in Vitória was through self-training and some help from friends. However, it was
not nearly enough to conduct interviews in Portuguese. Therefore, all interviews were conducted in
English, requiring all research participants to speak sufficient English. For the interviews, this did not
form any obstacles. The biggest obstacle was faced in informal conversations, which could not always
take place because of the language barrier. Just for one interview, I made use of a translator: the
interview with Deborah Sabará. Since this interview was extraordinary and a great opportunity for me,
a friend who speaks good English accompanied me.

Data analysis
The ways in which collected data is analyzed during and after fieldwork will be explained here.
Furthermore, the connection between the data collected and the concepts as displayed in the
conceptual framework are outlined.
The (participant) observations have been documented in the form of fieldnotes. During fieldwork, I
always carried a notebook with me, or wrote notes down in my smartphone if that was easier.
Furthermore, all fieldnotes were written out in more detail in my laptop every other day, as in a diary.
This data is then analyzed using a comparative analysis between the data collected in different settings.
Appearances, practices, body language and social behavior in different settings contribute to the
recognition and analysis of different geographies of sexuality and the ways gay men react to these.
As for the interviews; during all of them I made notes and recorded the interview on my smartphone as
a back-up. I typed out some general notes immediately after an interview was conducted. These notes
contained everything that is not included in the recording or written notes, like the atmosphere during
the interview, body language of the interviewee, what he looked like, how he behaved and talked, and
the setting in which the interview took place. If I had enough time, I transcribed the interview right
afterwards too. However, in the end, only half of the interviews were transcribed before returning to
the Netherlands. The rest of them were transcribed back home, using the recording. After transcription,
the interviews were coded according to the topic list used for the interviews and the main concepts in
this research. The codes I used are as follows:
Main codes

Sub-codes

Homophobia

Conservatism
Religion
Heteronormativity
Rights
Experience
Battle
Brazil
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Stereotypes

Homophobia

Gender

Appearance

Sexuality

Expression

Body
Geographies

Nightlife
Events
Visibility
Safe places
Unsafe places
Affection

Future

Strategy
Goals
Change
Hope
Development

Brazil

Politics
Problems
Bolsonaro

These codes may not seem as clear and organized to every reader, but they were chosen so they would
make the collected data from interviews structured and understandable to me as a researcher. For this
end, these codes were effective. During the analysis and writing of this final product, the codes and
highlighted colors in the transcribed interviews proved to be efficient.
The different data collection methods together have created a diverse and comprehensive unity, which
resulted in this final thesis. The different core concepts in this research were explored using the different
methods and in analysis, these methods came together again. The ways in which the concepts have
been researched and analyzed is as follows:
Concept

Analysis

The body

Observations of appearances (hair, make-up, clothing, tattoos, piercings,
etc.), practices, body language and (social) behavior (showing affection,
expressing through speech or laughter). Interviews about practices and
expressions through the body. Personal opinions of freedom of
expression and possible strategies attached to bodily expressions.

Geographies of sexuality

Observations of movement through time and space combined with
observations of the body. Observations of reactions of the body on the
specific setting one is in. Interviews about places, times and settings in
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which they feel safe or unsafe, where they do or do not feel comfortable,
and where they do or do not express themselves as gay men.
Gender identity

Interviews and observations based on expressions of gender and
(non)confirmation to the binary gender system and stereotypical gender
characteristics. Repercussions of not abiding to dominant gender roles
and the conclusions drawn about sexuality from gender performances are
observed and discussed with research participants.

Sexuality

Interviews and observations, including the expressions of sexuality in
body language, appearance, and towards other people (touching, kissing,
holding hands, etc.). Discussion of the extent to which sexuality affects
and is expressed through the body.

Homophobia

Experiences of homophobia by research participants were discussed
during conversations and interviews. Reactions of bystanders when
surrounded by gay men were observed, but the perspective of the
homophobic people themselves was not included. The way gay men react
to homophobic people and acts was observed and discussed.

Heteronormativity

Reaction received by other people on not being heterosexual. Interviews
and conversations about possible disadvantages and discrimination based
on sexuality.

During fieldwork, these methods have been implemented and the required data has been collected.
Afterwards, this data has been analyzed and the outcomes of this are discussed in the three empirical
chapters and the Discussion & Conclusions. The empirical chapters – Chapters 3, 4 and 5 of this thesis
– discuss the collected data according to the main concepts in this thesis; Homophobia &
Heteronormativity; the Body and its expressions of Gender and Sexuality; and Geographies of Sexuality.
In this way, the research questions are addressed and answered using the personal experiences,
opinions of research participants and the observations of their behavior. This combination of research
methods and analysis addresses the situation for gay men in Vitória from different perspectives.

Ethics
To me, ethics in research are about always keeping in mind the interests, perspective, and safety of
research participants. There are some classic ethical issues in social sciences, such as informed consent,
do no harm principle and anonymity, and these will be discussed in this section. However, I think it is
important to keep in mind these issues can only be realized to the best of my abilities, and complete
compliance to them is unrealistic. In the end, to some extent, ethics come down to the researcher’s
personal judgement.
First of all, I aimed at obtaining informed consent of research participants to the best of my abilities. In
observations, this was not feasible and usually unnecessary since there is no way in which the people in
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observations will be associated with me or my research. Therefore, they are anonymous. The people
who are engaged in interviews or conversations have been informed about my research to a certain
extent; perhaps some more than others. During interviews, this also included giving notice and asking
permission for audio recording. For every recording, permission was granted by interviewees and they
were offered the possibility for receiving the final thesis if they were interested. Some of the research
participants were very curious and interested in what would happen with the results. They then also
encouraged me to publish an article about my research, to really get the findings out there. Others were
glad to help but did not show any further interests in the results of this research.
Another ethical issue is the “do no harm principle” which simply means to do no harm to my research
participants. This is more complicated than it may sound, since doing someone harm can happen in a
variety of ways, some of which might happen unconsciously. There is thus no way to completely
guarantee this, but it comes naturally to me to attempt to prevent harming research participants in any
way. Besides, during my studies at Wageningen University, I was taught the principles of conducting
research in a responsible, ethical manner. In the case of this research, the information that is discussed
may be sensitive and of emotional value for the participants. Therefore, the information that is gathered
has been kept secure at all times in order for it not to end up in someone else’s hands. Moreover, I have
been aware of the possibility of harming someone by association. If me conducting research would have
become more widely known in Vitória, the people around me might have been associated with my
research. However, since the research participants mainly moved in their own, closed circles, and they
were largely found by snowball sampling, me, my research and my participants remained known in a
rather small circle.
Relating to the do no harm principle is the importance of anonymity. In order to gain trust and to respect
my research participants, anonymity has been pursued. In every way of documenting, the anonymity of
research participants has been respected to the best of my knowledge. This means that in written notes,
fieldnotes, saved recordings, transcribed interviews, and all reports, the names of research participants
have been left out. Instead, initials of participants’ names have been used.
Finally, I have always had the intention not to victimize the research participants. I tried not to make
any assumptions about their position in society and in life in general. This is both to give them a fair
chance at telling their story without any premature assumptions, and for the sake and dignity of this
research. However, complete objectivity is not something I believe in, but the attempt to keep a clear
and open mind as much as possible has been made.

Positionality
Positionality is about a person’s world-view and the perspective from which research is conducted. This
includes one’s ontological and epistemological assumptions as well as one’s values and beliefs. A
person’s values and beliefs can be based on things like political affiliations, religion, social class, place of
origin, but also gender, sexuality and race (Sikes, 2004). In this research, there is a set of aspects
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regarding positionality to keep in mind; (1) the way in which my research participants see and perceive
me, (2) the way I see and interpret the world around me, and (3) the influence of my presence on my
surroundings and research participants.
Being a white, Dutch, educated, heterosexual, cisgender woman from an upper-middle-class family puts
me in a certain position. Moreover, I am a sociologist, left-wing oriented on the political spectrum and
I consider myself to be an open-minded person. These characteristics influence both the way I see the
world and the way others see me. Generally, many of these characteristics possibly bring along certain
advantages and privileges, except for the fact that I’m a woman. In this research, however, I think being
a woman worked in my favor. Many of the challenges and insecurities I experience because of being a
woman, are similar to those of gay men. The prejudices and vulnerabilities gay men described during
fieldwork were recognizable for me as a woman. This gave me a particular ability to try and understand
and empathize with what my research participants go through. Furthermore, I think, as a woman, I
might have had easier access to research participants, for if I would have been a heterosexual man,
access to the research participants could have been harder. This is because many research participants
have expressed a difficulty talking to and dealing with heterosexual men. They often seem to be more
comfortable around women or other gay men.
Awareness of certain (mis)conceptions by others about me and by me about others, based on these
characteristics, is crucial in ethnographic research. Being aware of this and being critical and observant
about my role in the field, is important for achieving a higher level of objectivity. Perfect objectivity is
something I do not believe in, since one is always, on a certain level of consciousness, influenced by
one’s habitus. So, if perfect objectivity is unfeasible, the best way to deal with this portion of subjectivity
in research, is to reflect on it.
During fieldwork, I was confronted with my positionality in different ways. The most obvious one, was
the fact that participant observation was only possible to a certain extent, since I am not a man and I’m
not gay. This did not hold me back as much in participating in activities during fieldwork as it did in
relating to their experiences in life. To fill this gap, being empathetic, and paying attention and listening
to research participants, was of particular importance. Therefore, the different strategies of doing
research are of equal importance for they are complementary. I feel like in a way, not being a gay man
had the advantage of research participants being more specific and explanatory during interviews and
conversations. Because I was not ‘one of them’, they might have gone into more detail about their
experiences as gay men, preventing me from making my own assumptions. Related to this, in advance
I was somewhat nervous and insecure about my position in the field, as I was afraid of people not taking
me seriously or being insulted that a white, straight girl was “coming to help them”. During fieldwork, I
discussed this issue a couple of times and this showed me that it was actually the opposite: my research
participants very much appreciated my interest in this issue and efforts to do something about it. They
did not mind me researching this topic because I came there to listen to them, not to tell them what is
wrong or right.
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This chapter has discussed the practicalities and methods of this research and thesis. In the next chapter
– the Conceptual Framework – the different concepts introduced in this chapter will be further
elaborated on. In this way, the concepts and my understanding of them will be clarified and explained
before reviewing the collected data in the three empirical chapters that follow.
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2. Conceptual Framework
The two central concepts of this thesis are the Body and Geographies of Sexuality. The interactions
between these two are researched. Before further discussing these core concepts, some fundamental
theories and variables influencing these core concepts should be described.

Gender Identity, Sex, and Sexuality
The concept of gender identity has increasingly been problematized for it has historically been based
on a binary system. This binary system has, in turn, been based on biological processes and the biological
sex. Herein, ‘biological’ carries the assumptions of being something ‘natural’ and ‘unchangeable’.
Biologically, two types of sex – male and female – were distinguished, but this has increasingly been
challenged. Recognition of so-called ‘intersexed’ people shows imperfection of a binary gender system
based on two types of sex (Nagoshi et al., 2014). Moving away from the biological determination of
one’s gender identity, the work of Simone de Beauvoir and Judith Butler have been ground-breaking.
This section will introduce some of their work.
Beauvoir introduced the perception of gender as a constructed identity, not as something one is born
with: “one is not born, but, rather, becomes a woman” (Butler, 1988: 519). Butler builds on this principle
and argues gender identity is a social construction. It is a performance, a repetition of certain acts that
are performed by the stylized body. If one follows this logic, then changing of gender would simply lie
in the possibility to do a repetition of a different set of acts. However, society has established a strict
connection between one’s biological sex and gender identity and may express quite hostile and even
aggressive reactions to those who do not comply with this. Butler (1988) questions this naturalistic
correlation that is generally made between sex and gender and separates these two concepts. Hereby,
Butler removes the assumption that sex dictates social meanings for one’s experience in life, meaning
that one’s biological sex does not naturally determine one’s gender identity. Butler (1986) puts the
emphasis on the cultural development of one’s gender identity as opposed to the simple biological
existence of one’s sex.
Having discussed gender and (biological) sex, now understandings of sexuality will be considered. Here,
sexuality refers to one’s sexual orientation, the object of one’s sexual and romantic attraction. Like
gender and sex, sexuality commonly is naturalized. Heterosexuality is constructed as the norm, and
everything and everyone deviating from this is seen as different, unfortunate, or even as a sin(ner). As
Sullivan-Blum (2004) argues, heterosexuality is interpreted as natural, because it is fully in line with the
constructions around gender and biological sex. In this regard, non-heterosexuality distorts the entire
purpose of gender and sex. Condemnation of non-heterosexuality is therefore inevitably connected to
the desire to preserve the binary gender system. The relation between gender and sexuality is, thus,
similar to gender and (biological) sex; often automatically assumed.
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The connection between sexuality and gender identity entails certain stereotypical notions. Study shows
that Brazilians attribute relatively many feminine characteristics to gay men, meaning nonheterosexuality nourishes prejudice, and fosters gender identity expression (Costa et al., 2013). Hence,
when in heteronormative terms real men are masculine and real women are feminine, what happens
when one cannot be categorized as being a ‘real man’ or ‘real woman’? What if one does not act
completely ‘masculine’ or ‘feminine’? Once one identifies as non-conform with the heterosexual norm,
the expressions of gender identity seem to change, challenging the heteronormative attribution of
masculinity and femininity. As the heterosexual norm is challenged, so is the norm to express your
gender identity according to your biological sex. People who do deviate from the gendered, sexed,
heterosexual norm, may be punished or discriminated by society (Butler, 1988; Costa et al., 2013).
A rather exceptional case of gender identity expression, and practical example of Butler’s gender
performance, can be found among drag queens. These are (homosexual) men with a female alter-ego,
mainly in the occasion of a stage performance. They demonstrate the social construction of gender,
challenge the heteronormative gender ideals, and reinforce the heteronormative idea of a woman. This
is realized by an exaggeration of stereotypical feminine characteristics, also described as ‘hyperfemininity’. Ultimately, the aim among some drag queens is to ‘pass’ as a woman, meaning they are
mistaken for actual women, while others aim at challenging stereotypes of femininity and gender by
amplifying them (Greaf, 2016).
From this section, it can be concluded that the naturalized relation between sex and gender, between
gender and sexuality, and the hegemonic binary gender system in general, have been questioned and
challenged. Gender performance and identity may vary according to one’s sexed identity, and sexual
identity (the former pointing to feeling like a man, woman or something in between, and the latter
pointing to one’s sexual orientation). The hegemonic norms about sex, gender and sexuality have been
classified as social constructions rather than biological, natural attributes of the body. Hereafter, the
concept of the body and its relation to sex, sexuality and gender will be discussed.

The Body
The body has been viewed and defined in many different ways. For Sartre, “the body is not a static or
self-identical phenomenon, but a mode of intentionality, a directional force and mode of desire.” (Butler,
1986: 507). It is a medium for accessing the world, for all human strivings, and it is experienced and
lived. Sartre believes humans are ‘beyond’ themselves, for they always seem to strive for things they
have not yet realized. The body is described as a mode of becoming, which implies we have choices in
how to use our bodies.
In his book “The Body & Social Theory”, Shilling (2012) discusses a range of sociological views and
theories about the body. First of all, he distinguishes two interpretations of the body; naturalistic and
socially constructed. The former sees the body as having a pre-social biological basis. Herein,
conclusions about people and bodies are drawn from what is held to be ‘natural’ in the human body.
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The latter interprets the body as shaped by society and socially attributed meanings. In the naturalistic
view, sex and gender are considered to be naturally determined and rooted in the physical body, while
in the social constructivist view, these are merely socially constructed meanings humankind attributes
to the body. For both perspectives, there are different theories, the one more nuanced than the other.
In this thesis, I assume the social constructivist view Shilling ultimately adopts in his book. Shilling starts
with some quite extreme social constructivist perspectives on the body, such as the one by Foucault,
who completely dismisses the physical body and argues everything about the body is a social
construction, governed by power relations. Then, he gradually moves on to perspectives that
acknowledge more the role of the physical body in society. He discusses Goffman’s views, who
acknowledges the body as a material property of individuals; as a resource which enables people to
manage movements and body appearances. Goffman states bodies are not produced by social forces,
but the meanings attributed to them are. This means the body is in the individual’s property, but it is
made significant by society and the meanings they attribute to it. Furthermore, the body mediates the
relationship between the self-identity and the social identity of a person. This makes that social
meanings attributed to certain forms and performances of the body tend to become internalized,
thereby shaping the individual’s self-identity. Goffman’s and other theories (Turner and Frank for
instance) bring Shilling to his first point; the body is both a corporeal phenomenon and it is influenced
by material objects and power relations. After this, it is mainly Bourdieu who takes the next step.
Bourdieu discusses the commodification of the body and the existence of physical capital. He states the
body has been commodified and embedded in social hierarchies. The physical capital exists in the body’s
possession of power and status. In the end, Shilling concludes that “… we can advance theoretically
analysis of the body/society relationship, while also providing a basis for the consolidation of body
studies, through the development of a corporeal realist conception of embodiment as a multidimensional medium for the constitution of society.” (Shilling, 2012: 210). This is the view I implement
throughout this thesis. By approaching the body as a social construction with a physical capacity in
society, and by acknowledging the existence of physical capital, both the way society imposes certain
norms and expectations on the individual’s body, and the individual’s personal ability to access and
influence society by use of the body, are recognized. The concepts of sex, gender and sexuality are, as I
see it, embedded in and expressed through the body. This connection is explained below.
Making a connection between the body and the sex, Julia Cream (1995) argues in a book chapter on the
sexed body that there is no way in which the body can escape the sociocultural setting it is in. The
physical body always automatically involves a social dimension. As Cream puts it: “The social body
constrains the way the physical body is conceived and bodily experience, in turn, reinforces and mediates
understanding of the social” (Cream, 1995: 30). Simply put, this means the body reacts on the social,
and the social reacts on the body. Cream then adds the dimension of sex to the concept of ‘the body’,
and argues all bodies are sexed, but the meaning of the sexed body has varied through time and place.
One thing which has been holding strong throughout history, is the mutual exclusiveness of male and
female, and the need of society to be able to distinguish male from female. Hence, when one’s sex is
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ambiguous, this influences one’s position in society. Sexual ambiguity, whereby one’s biological sex does
not ‘fit’ into the binary male-female system, is incomprehensible to most of society.
Butler argued understandings about sex and gender identity are socially constructed rather than
naturally, biologically determined (1986, 1988). Following Butler and Shilling’s perspective on the body,
the interpretations of one’s body are socially constructed. This approach does not undermine the
existence of the physical body but does argue the meanings attributed to it are merely social
constructions. In this logic, if meanings are socially constructed, these meanings can be changed
through the social too (Shilling, 2012). The latter, in turn, connects to Cream’s (1995) argument that the
body influences and is influenced by the social, and the possibility of either maintaining or challenging
social norms through the body.
Connecting the body to gender and sexuality, post-structural feminism and queer theory describe
embodied practices as a site for the creation of gender identity and sexuality (Pitts, 2000). Following
through on Butler’s gender theory, the body would be the stage of gender performances. Everyday
production of heteronormativity is realized through embodied practice. Those who deviate from the
heterosexual mainstream are subordinated, and hegemonic, binary gender roles are buttressed. Poststructural feminism thus emphasizes embodied practices and this sheds a different light on the reading
of discursive formations, like heterosexuality. Moreover, it affords a dynamic reading of one’s agency,
since in this perspective, the body is socially controlled and composed by practices. This poses the
possibility of having the agency to deconstruct and re-inscribe practices. In some post-structural
feminist and queer theories, the ambiguous body has been constructed as a site to overcome effects of
the binary gender system. In this way, the body is a site of rebellion. Changes to the body appearance
as well as, for instance, drag, could potentially undermine hegemonic categories of identity. Pitts (2000)
argues queer bodies draw attention through violation of bodily norms, and thereby contest dominant
norms of heteronormativity.
As a reaction to the binary gender system, which is translated to the body, Beauvoir has suggested an
alternative: the body as a situation. This has a two-fold meaning; (1) the body as a material reality
located within and defined by a social context; (2) the body as a situation of interpretative possibilities.
As Butler puts it: “The body becomes a peculiar nexus of culture and choice, and “existing” one’s body
becomes a personal way of taking up and reinterpreting received gender norms.” (1986: 510).
Understanding the body as a cultural situation clarifies the rejection of the biological determination of
sex and gender. Thus, following Beauvoir’s logic, gender is a manner of existing the body, the body is a
situation, and this situation is a range of cultural possibilities. Both gender and sex are, then, completely
cultural affairs.
The body thus interacts with and conforms or challenges social norms. McDowell (1995) argues these
norms are generally not maintained through physical violence or coercion. They are kept in place by
self-surveillance and correction, meaning people aim to be looked at as, and to feel, ‘normal’; i.e.
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conform with the dominant social norms in place in society. However, Bell speaks of the “constant
threat of homophobic violence” (Bell, 1995) which, as explained below, also greatly influences the body
and embodied practices. This threat of violence is, in fact, a threat of rejection by society of which
violence is merely an outcome, a way of expressing this rejection. The queer, non-normative body can
thus on the one hand be a site of oppression and obedience, and on the other hand a site of rebellion
and change. The former can be interpreted as a top-down, structural effect on the queer body, and the
latter a bottom-up effect of agency. Possible expressions of both structural oppression and rejection of
the queer body, and rebellion and agency of the queer body, are homophobia and challenging
heteronormativity by making oneself visible.
Connecting the concepts above to the reality of homophobia, one very influential phenomenon is the
machismo culture, emphasizing masculinity and manhood. These concepts are discussed in the next
section, followed by a section elaborating on homophobia and heteronormativity specifically.

Masculinity & Machismo
Kimmel (1994) argues manhood, or masculinity, is socially or culturally constructed and, thus, not a
biological urge or essence of any kind. It is based on the renunciation of femininity, hence the origin and
essence of sexism. As Kimmel puts it: “Masculine identity is born in the renunciation of the feminine, not
in the direct affirmation of the masculine, which leaves masculine gender identity tenuous sand fragile.”
(1994: 127). Along with the rejection of femininity, feminine desire is rejected too; the desire for other
men; or homoerotic desire. This kind of desire must be suppressed for a man to prove his manhood to
male peers. Accordingly, especially in a highly masculine or machismo culture, all actions and
interactions of men are driven by the need to establish his manhood. Homophobia then arises as the
effort to suppress the homoerotic desire and to ensure that one can never be mistaken for a
homosexual. Consequently, the association between homosexuality and feminine behavior is
established. From this, it seems like all homophobes are men, but that is not the case. This strict
separation between feminine and masculine behavior has become the general norm in society. Kimmel
(1994) hereby states homophobia is more than the irrational fear of gay men and is rooted in the origin
of manhood where anyone who seems soft or feminine is rejected. Homophobia is thus the rejection
of this association with gay men being more feminine. It is the effort of men to not be perceived as gay,
and, therefore, “not a real man”. For women, it is the rejection of the non-normative and nontraditional. Kimmel’s discussion of masculinity and homophobia also confirms the reasoning in which
gender and sexuality are connected which is adopted in this thesis: “This model links gender identity
with sexual orientation: the little boy’s identification with father (becoming masculine) allows him to
now engage in sexual relations with women (he becomes heterosexual). This is the origin of how we can
“read” one’s sexual orientation through the successful performance of gender identity.” (1994: 129)
As for machismo, Basham describes this as a “(usually) negatively regarded syndrome of hyper- or
traditional masculinity (…) [it] represents a typical male response to fear of dominance by a (perceived)
superior and threatening female.” (1976: 126). According to several studies, there is a positive
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relationship between machismo and homophobia. As Hirai et al. (2017) state, research in Latin America
has shown that the strong presence of machismo is a strong predictor of negative attitudes towards
homosexuality among both men and women. More on homophobia and on heteronormativity will
folllow in the next section.

Homophobia and Heteronormativity
Costa et al. (2013) argue there are three levels of homophobia; (1) heteronormativity, (2) heterosexism,
and (3) prejudice against non-heterosexual orientations. On the first level, homophobia manifests in
denigrating non-heterosexual identity, behavior, and the non-heterosexual community. Hereby,
members of this community are viewed negatively based on their affiliation with the community, rather
than based on individual characteristics. The second level, heterosexism, concerns prejudice from the
level of society, institutions and power relations, restricting the non-heterosexual community the access
to fundamental rights. The third and final level includes affects (such as negative feelings towards nonheterosexuals), prejudice beliefs, and discriminatory behavior. Chard et al. (2015) turn this around, and
describe similar forms in which homophobia is experienced, but then from the victim’s perspective.
First, there is what they call internalized homophobia, which means a non-heterosexual directs negative
societal attitudes towards oneself. Secondly, there is perceived stigma, referring to certain
heteronormative expectations, stigmatization, discrimination, and possibly even violence. Finally, there
are actual encounters with such discriminatory or violent events.
A possible way of battling homophobia, is by challenging heteronormativity. The case of drag queens,
as discussed above, is an example of this. Another strategy of challenging heteronormativity is queering;
“a process in which heteronormative assumptions, values, acts, and practices are slowly being subverted
by queer visibility and acts (Eng, 2008: 105). As mentioned above, Pitts (2000) likewise characterized
the body as a site of rebellion against the heteronormative society. The body is seen as a contested
space located in a heteronormative regime which expects its population to be heterosexual and to obey
to binary gender roles. The ones who deviate from this, and thereby differ from the norm, are labelled
perverse. In the paper by Pitts (2000), queer practices have playful, creative, sensual and artistic values,
and at the same time convey certain unease with the balance between political needs and restrictions.
The queer body is thus not just a site of protest and rebellion, but also of pleasure and creativity. The
participants in Pitts’ study have experienced changing their body appearance as affirming their gender
and sexuality, as contrituting to building a sense of community membership, and to “creating a “safe
space” in the margins” (2000: 459). This creation of a safe space in the margins leads up to the next and
last concept: geographies of sexuality.
Before discussing this last core concept, a related concept will briefly be reviewed here: geographies of
violence; simply put, a spatial consideration of violence. This provides an understanding of violence with
regard for the ontological and epistemological intersections of violence with space (Springer & Le Billon,
2016). The way in which violence is understood, expressed or feared thus depends on the space and
place in which a person is located. Violence is thus highly contextual: it depends on time, place, and
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personal details. Judging from the data on homophobia and hate crimes in Brazil, one can confidently
argue LGBT people – and specifically gay men – have an increased risk at being a victim of violence.
Creating this safe space mentioned above can be very valuable for this social group. Hereafter, the
relation between sexuality and space in the shape of geographies of sexuality will be discussed in further
detail.

Geography of Sexuality
In the past couple of decades, geography of sexuality has emerged and flourished. It has grown to
become an official discipline of geography, and concerns exploring the relationship between space,
place, and sexuality. Main questions in this discipline are how sexuality is connected to geography, and
in what ways spaces and places are sexualized (Browne et al., 2007). In this discipline sexuality refers to
expressions of both sexual orientation and sexual identity. In applying this discipline through research,
the terminology should be somewhat clarified. Speaking of Geography of Sexuality refers to the
theoretical discipline of geography in general, it is the scientific tendency, a specific lens through which
the situation is viewed. Geographies of Sexuality on the other hand, refer to the practical and specific
spaces and places which entail certain rules and norms about sexual behavior.
Browne et al. (2007) discuss two ways in which geographies of sexuality are constructed. First, everyday
spaces are constructed by embodied social practices. In this, one theorizes about the sexualization of
space and place on the basis of the body and what it does. These practices of the body are, in turn,
governed by social norms. There are, for instance, certain norms and rules about sexual behavior in
public or private spaces. This is a way in which spaces become sexualized and how it is determined what
is acceptable for different spaces and what is not. In relation to these everyday spaces, what often
comes up is how most people consider their home as a place where they can truly be themselves.
However, for LGBT people, this might not be a certainty since their sexuality may not be accepted by
their families. Therefore, the home can be an alienating and uncomfortable place, considering it is often
built on heterosexual norms. Secondly, institutionalized spaces on different levels (national to
transnational) can be understood as structured by sexuality. This means that one cannot understand
sexuality without understanding its spatial context. A sexualized perception of space is created by
national and international laws, and by how sexuality is practiced and enacted. Hence, all everyday
spaces, whether it be home, the street, or a party, are regulated by certain norms regarding acceptable
or expected sexual practices and are maintained by abiding to these norms. Spaces may be sexualized,
heterosexualized or homosexualized, based on the social norms that dominate that particular space.
Furthermore, spaces and their social norms may be maintained or challenged depending on obedience,
negotiation or challenge of these norms. Embodied social practices determine whether we create,
maintain or change spaces. Accordingly, the body plays a decisive role in these geographies of sexuality
(Browne et al., 2007).
The norms Browne et al. (2007) discuss are mainly formulated along heterosexual expectations.
Gorman-Murray et al. (2008) and Kirby & Hay (1997) state non-heterosexuals are expected to keep their
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sexual orientation to themselves and confined to the privacy of their own homes. However, as discussed
above, this perception of the home as a safe space may not be as obvious for everyone. Kirby & Hay
(1997) add to the above that day-to-day actions of gay men may actually contribute to the
heterosexualization of space. By acknowledging a distinctive queer space, and by acting to avoid
confrontation in a heterosexual hegemony, gay men strengthen the existing heteropatriarchy. Ergo, if
all gay men would be openly gay and would ‘act’ gay, would space be less straight? This might be slightly
too simplistic, since gay men will still be a minority, and heterosexual domination in society will still
prevail. Although, following Browne et al. (2007), if one wants to change the social norms of sexuality
in space, one must challenge and normalize them through embodied social practice. Browne et al.
moreover state that when analyzing and observing geographies of sexuality, multiple factors should be
considered. As Browne et al. argue, no space or place ever exists in a timeless state: “Each is created in
particular ways, often associated with sexualized and gendered norms and conventions that are
historically and geographically specific. Not only are the places we inhabit made through our repeated
actions such that we take their normality for granted, but these places produce us precisely because we
so often do what we are supposed to do – what is ‘common sense’ in a given place.” (2007: 4). Browne
et al. furthermore argue that, since geographies are shaped or maintianed in everyday spaces and
people abiding to their ‘common sense’, geographies of sexuality can also change through the social.
The common thread in this conceptual framework shows that the gay male community is constantly
challenged by social norms, and especially by heteronormativity. The social norms of a society dictate
one’s gender identity, sex, sexuality, and all of this is instituted and reinforced in the body. The body, in
turn, is situated in, influenced by, and influences geographies of sexuality. In all of these concepts, the
oppression of those who do not conform to these norms is found, and the need to challenge them is
posed as a possible solution. This need to challenge the norms is, in turn, opposed by the desire to
conform to them. In this case, the solution to exclusion and rejections of those who deviate from the
norm, seems to have its roots in the core concepts; the body and the geographies of sexuality.
Next, the three empirical chapters, discussing the collected data in combination with the literature as
explained above, will follow. This conceptual framework has been a basis for this research and displays
the lens through which fieldwork has been conducted.
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3. Experiencing Homophobia and Heteronormativity
In this chapter, the experiences, confrontations and coping of homosexual men in Vitória with
homophobia and heteronormativity in the current socio-political environment are discussed. During
fieldwork, research has focused on how these phenomena occur in gay men’s daily lives and these
experiences are analyzed here. This all is relevant to the central theme of this thesis through the influence
it has on the creation or maintenance of geographies of sexuality, and how this is translated through the
body. The impact of homophobia and heteronormativity on gay men’s lives depends on their particular
perceptions of danger and judgement, and on their personal level of self-assurance and security. In the
end, the aim of this chapter is to answer the first sub-question: To what extent, and how, do gay men in
Vitória experience homophobia and heteronormativity?

Reality for gay men in Vitória
The contradictive situation in Brazil, as described in the Introduction, has turned out to not be as
contradictive as seemed beforehand. In the opinion of research participants, it seems contradictive
from an outsider’s perspective, when in fact, the positive side of the situation is partly an image as
created by the Brazilian government. The rights granted to gay men – and the LGBT community as a
whole – even though they are an improvement for gay men and their position in society, do not mean
the same in practice as they do on paper. As long as society’s attitude towards this community does not
change, the effects of these rights on gay men’s lives are limited. What it comes down to, is that
homophobia and heteronormativity repress the effect of LGBT rights on gay men’s daily lives. Rights
that cannot be practiced to their full extents are shallow, merely a piece of paper. A marriage loses a
part of its value when a couple cannot be open about it and a large part of society disapproves. As one
of my research participants, PD, puts it:
“So, the law says we can get married, but people who don’t believe in it won’t give
us the right to do it. So, again, it’s a people’s problem. And when we marry, we can’t
show people how happy we are, because some people might not support it. For
straight people getting married it’s okay, it’s normal.” – PD, 28
This low trust in the law, and especially execution of the law, can be channeled back to the overall
distrust and disappointment with the Brazilian government. Over and over has the Brazilian population’s
trust has been violated by corruption scandals and impeachments, and this created a sentiment of
hopelessness. Actually making a change seems beyond the possibilities in the lifetime of most of my
research participants, or at least as long as right-wing parties are in power. This distrust and
powerlessness have clearly showed throughout all phases of this research. Brazil is an enormous country
with problems that go back to the very core of the state’s structure. Whenever someone makes an
effort to change something, to reach a higher level of equality, to stand up to the rich and powerful,
that person is silenced and the people’s faith is smashed once again. This image of Brazil that is created
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for the outside world is thus, according to the participants involved in this research, distorted and
romanticized. The contradiction as described in the Introduction might, thus, not be experienced as
such by research participants, but there is a contradiction in the image that comes across to the rest of
the world and the situation in real life. Hereby, the negligence of the Brazilian government and
population to make actual improvements in the situation for gay men (and the rest of the LGBT
community) is problematized.
An illustration of the powerlessness described above is the recent incident in which Marielle Franco, a
politician and human rights defender from Rio de Janeiro, was killed. Franco was a councilwoman in the
Brazilian metropolis and stood up for minorities. She was a black, homosexual woman and was
particularly critical of racism and police violence towards black youth. Criticizing the police is generally
not received in good order in a corrupt country such as Brazil, and Franco paid the highest price for it.
In the night of 14 March 2018, Franco and her driver were shot dead in an execution. Rumor has it, it
was the police itself, but no clear explanations about this tragic event have been given yet. Ironically,
the day before her death, Franco posted a message on Twitter, saying “how many more have to die for
this war to end”, referring to the many black youngsters in favelas killed by police forces. The death of
Franco is symbolic to the high levels of violence and corruption in Brazil. After her death, her name was
known throughout the entire country and thousands of people went to the streets to protest (Phillips,
2018). Her being both black, female and homosexual makes that her death represents the suffering of
many marginalized population groups in Brazil. Her death has been equated to a murder on democracy,
and this kind of practice makes one suspect that freedom of speech is a one-way-street in Brazil.
Another example comes from the experiences of Deborah Sabará, a transgender woman and human
rights activist from Vitória. Sabará is an activist who steps up for all minority groups in Brazil; black
people, poor people, elderly, disabled people, prisoners and ex-prisoners, and where it all started: the
LGBT community. Furthermore, she is the founder and head of her own NGO; Associação Grupo
Orgulho, Liberdade e Dignidade (GOLD) – meaning the Association for Pride, Freedom and Dignity
Group. Some of the things she does is handing out information and contraceptives to transgender
prostitutes and raising awareness about the issues in the LGBT community in Brazil. She had a meeting
with the UN, reaches out to NGOs and even wrote letters to the Pope, asking for help. The government
is only involved in a minimum level. The office space she works from used to be paid by the government,
but the lease was about to expire when we met in March 2018, and it was not going to be extended.
She does all her work on a voluntary basis and lives from a minimum wage she collects here and there.
In the interview with Sabará, the dissatisfaction with the government’s attitude towards minorities and
the way in which they contribute to the marginalization of the LGBT community came up. She explained
how the government tries to hide and push away the LGBT community in rather sneaky ways. For
instance, in the city of Vila Velha – adjacent to Vitória – the municipality once forbade an entire music
genre – Brazilian Funk – which is very popular among gay people. They argued it was too promiscuous
and sexual. Sabará is, however, convinced it was just to banish safe places for gays. On the internet,
Sabará’s exact words cannot be confirmed. In an official document from Vila Velha, it is stated the music
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genre “funk” cannot be played in a commercial venue with residential housing less than 15 meters away
(CÓDIGO DE POSTURA ATUALIZADO, 2012). In another article, there is talk of a ban on “funk” in schools
in Vila Velha, which is, in my opinion, not an unreasonable rule to adopt since “funk” songs are mainly
about sex and drugs (“Lei municipal em vigor desde 2001 proíbe funk nas escolas de Vila Velha,” 2011).
Furthermore, she told me that in the city of Cariacica – also part of the Greater Vitoria – transgenders
are not allowed to use any public bathrooms (“Câmara de Cariacica decide sobre uso de banheiros para
transgêneros,” 2016). However, the most shocking, horrifying story she told has to do with the
spreading of HIV/AIDS among the LGBT community. Apparently, this is spreading like never before, and
while the government is aware of this, they do not undertake any actions to fight it or warn people.
Indirectly, the government contributes to an extermination – or at least to making people sick – of the
LGBT community. Yet, again, there is no substantial evidence to be found on this topic, besides similar
statements by other research participants. VL, for instance, stated the current youth is much more
reckless when it comes to HIV-infections and having safe sex. He argues his generation (he is 29 years
old) was much more involved in the whole uprising and problematization of HIV among the LGBT
community. Nowadays, kids do not see the severity of the problem anymore and think HIV and AIDS are
from the past. All the examples above illustrate the governments negligence when it comes to improving
equality in their country and explains people’s low faith in their capacities.
The research participants’ low faith in the government’s capacity to make changes can be demonstrated
by means of the following answers to the question whether research participants trust the government
for changing the situation for disadvantaged minorities in Brazil:
“Actually, I don’t, it’s sad to say this, but I don’t trust any political party or politician,
I really don’t. They are just there for them, not for us, the population, the majority of
the people are not worthy for them.” – MC, 22
“No. They treat it like a joke. Like they are just trying to be a victim. The same
happens for black people and gays, lesbians, trans. I don’t trust the government.” –
MS, 22
“I kind of do, but not with the current government. I’m totally pro-left. When the left
government was in power, we had some huge changes in Brazil.” – AR, 27
The last quote from an interview with AR indicates a higher faith in a left-wing government, since then
more attention is paid to minorities in Brazil. The progress for the LGBT community during the 13 years
of leftist rule (2003-2016), as discussed in the Introduction, was significantly bigger than it has been the
last few years.
Distrust in the government and related institutions and authority thus shows itself time and again
among Brazilians, and it seems to only get worse. Lately, corruption scandals have piled up and the
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situation is only getting worse. Besides the many comments during interviews, in daily life this distrust
is noticeable as well. For instance, the low faith in the police, which shows in many occasions. An
example is while driving. My friends in Vitória would rather run into a roadside control by the police
when I was driving, because they “would never check a white girl”, which shows clear signs of racism.
They also many times argued Brazilians have rules, but they do not abide to them as long as they make
sure they do not get caught. And if they do, there is always the possibility of bribing the police officer.
Lastly, my friend M told quite some stories illustrating why Brazilians cannot and should not trust the
government. One of these stories dated back to his grandparents’ youth when the government
confiscated people’s saved money from the bank because “the country needed it”. M’s grand still
prefers to save her money in cash at home.
To come back to this contradictory situation in Brazil, the way this plays out in daily life has been
explained above. In sum, the role of the government and LGBT rights is less significant in real life than
seems to outsiders. Research participants have been confronted with this unreliability and neglect of
the government and authority in their country and, in this way, the contradiction shows the gap
between what the government promises or pretends to do and what actually happens.

Experiences with homophobia
Zooming in on the confrontations gay men in Vitória have with homophobia, the extent to which this
specific research group faces hostility, aggression or discrimination appears. Also, the normality of living
with this phenomenon and of dealing with it is exposed.
“In Brazil it’s everywhere. I had this in my own home, so for me it’s everywhere. If I
am wearing a pink shirt and pink cap, everyone is going to look at me and judge me.
It’s everywhere you go. If you talk differently, the way you talk, the way you walk,
everyone is going to judge you everywhere.” – D, 20
In the interviews and conversations with research participants, homophobic experiences varied from
being judged, looked at and people commenting, to being kicked out of the parental house and being
threatened with death. The impact these experiences had and have on research participants varied
significantly between them. Some have been through a lot and faced a lot of challenges in life which
caused them to grow a thicker skin and come out stronger and more resilient. Others have created a
bigger fear and feel like they have to hide in order to keep themselves safe. My close friend M is an
example of the former. He was kicked out of his parental home at 16, after the principal of M’s school
called his parents and told them their son is gay. It took M and his parents two years to restore their
relationship and, in this time, he had to take care of himself, which meant he dropped out of high school
and found a job and a place to live. Now, he is 25, lives with a friend and runs multiple businesses. It is
clear that he learned how to deal with crises and how his confidence as a gay man has developed.

37

The latter – someone whose fears have worsened by homophobic experiences – might apply to MS,
who has been verbally harassed and threatened for being gay multiple times, which has resulted in him
being terrified of showing himself, standing out and being open about his sexuality. He prefers to wear
clothes that do not attract attention – so no bright colors or prints – and acts like he is straight in public
places and at his internship. He only tells people that he’s gay if he knows and trusts them, and this is
partly caused by the following experience:
“[Me and my boyfriend] got in the bus and we were not even holding hands or kissing
each other. We were only talking. There was an old man behind us and he said “if
you keep talking I’ll kill you both. And he said something really dirty to us; “if you fuck
each other’s ass, that’s not my problem. You are polluting our country and if you
keep talking, I’ll kill you”.” – MS, 22
This, together with stories and statistics he has heard about homophobic violence and hate crimes,
strongly influences his confidence and comfortability of expressing himself. Although the attitudes of
research participants, their level of fear, and their level of courage and self-assuredness differs, they all
are constantly aware to a certain extent of the risks of being gay in Brazil. This awareness and the way
this affects their behavior or appearance is tied to time, place and the people around them. For instance,
most participants feel less safe at night in public places but argued they felt less vulnerable or scared
when they were together with friends, even if these friends are gay – and therefore might be a target
for homophobia too. When surrounded by people with whom they identify, they feel stronger and more
comfortable. To the opposite, when surrounded by heterosexual people – especially large numbers of
heterosexual men – they feel more vulnerable and uncomfortable. Thus, in the latter situation, they
have a higher awareness of their behavior and appearance. The places where they do or do not feel
comfortable and safe and the way in which they react on this is further explained in the third and last
chapter on Geographies of Sexuality.
The out-of-the-blue type of verbal harassment MS experienced on the bus is not unknown to other
research participants. Another example:
“There was once when I was starting to go out with my boyfriend, we went to an ice
cream place. (…) And then he had some chocolate on his mouth. I just picked up a
napkin and took it off. Then there was this guy who was screaming at us and
threatened to beat us, because we were the devil and we were not worth to be here,
we should die, and that was awful.” – MC, 22
A central and recurrent theme when discussing experiencing homophobia was family. Fieldwork
showed that, for most research participants, their family’s acceptance – and especially their parents’ –
was the biggest worry and the biggest problem. Many participants have waited a long time or are still
waiting to tell their parents, because they want to be completely financially independent from their
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parents first. If they are not, they risk losing their family’s financial support or even their home. Dealing
with a family’s rejection of homosexuality is bad enough, imagine having to do that from the streets.
This rejection of homosexuality, and sexual diversity in general, is an enormous problem among the
LGBT community in Brazil, that it scares youngsters who are still in the closet, which is a problem among
LGBT youth all over the world. Besides the financial aspect, the acceptance of one’s parents has an
emotional value. Some participants had to live with other relatives or friends for a while after they told
their parents or are experiencing a kind of “Cold War” in their own homes.
“She told me some bad things, she wanted to kick me out of home. Sometimes I had
to beg her to stay, and I cried a lot. Anyway, then with the passing of the years, we’ve
been through 2/3 years with this “Cold War” I would say. Because even when there
was a time when we were ‘ok’, if I didn’t do the dishes for example, it was a reason
for a big fight.” – V, 22
Research participants expressed the pain they experienced because their own parents did not accept
them for who they are. Some parents turned to the church to heal their son, others were angry at their
son for years, others kicked their son out of their home. The degree to which rejection of a homosexual
child occurred variates, but the impact is relative and may feel just as bad to all of the research
participants. This point is of significant value, since it stood out in this research that the acceptance of
family contributed a great amount to participants’ courage and confidence. Most of the participants’
with accepting parents were clearly more comfortable with themselves and their sexuality, since they
found a safe place in their homes.

Reasons behind high level of homophobia in Brazil
As Melasipo (2017) describes in her thesis, there are two main reasons for the level of homophobia and
subsequent hate crimes against LGBTs in Brazil; “the patriarchy system and religious fundamentalism in
the form of hate-speech by Evangelical Christian groups” (Melasipo, 2017: 50). Here, the patriarchy
system refers mainly to the dominant machismo culture in Brazil. This means the main reasons Melasipo
identifies are culture and religion. From my research and the interviews with gay men, these also
strongly come to the fore as the core problems underlying the high presence of homophobia in Brazil.
However, some related issues are identified as well: a lack of information about sexual diversity, low
quality of education, and impunity of hate crimes and homophobic discrimination. These three issues
are consequences of homophobia and its reproduction. All five of these issues will be discussed below.

Religion
Melasipo (2017) refers primarily to hate-speech by Evangelicals, but in the eyes of my research
participants, it seems that besides this, religion is often used as an argument to justify homophobic
behavior. Although the Evangelical Church has been growing, in both Brazil’s population and its
government, the vast majority of the population is still Catholic. In the Catholic Church, opinions towards
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homosexuality and possible rejection thereof are generally more nuanced. However, when it comes
down to it, Catholics too tend to use their religion as a reason to reject gay men in some way.
Furthermore, the secularity of Brazil’s government has been disputed, since religious pressure groups
and religious politicians tend to still mix the law and the Bible (Gomes, 2010). The majority of the current
Congress’s lower house consists of Evangelicals, making this Congress the most conservative one in
more than half a century. The coalition of Evangelicals in the government – called Bancada BBB (Beef,
Bullets and Bible) – have significant power too; according to Melasipo (2017), they are able to veto
proposals granting LGBTs more rights, try to revoke current laws, and apply pressure on legislative and
executive parts of the government. These are powers they have already applied in the past, for instance
when they pressured ex-president Rousseff to be unsupportive of the bill that would have
acknowledged hate crimes based on sexuality or gender identity in the Country’s Penal Code (Melasipo,
2017). Together, all of this creates a religion-based disapproval of sexual diversity, which is clearly
recognized by research participants themselves. First of all, because the Evangelicals in the government
are not particularly secretive about their opinions on LGBTs which shows in their positions in debates.
An example of this is the attempt by the Bancada Evangelica to ban LGBTs from television programs
since it would contain “inappropriate content” (“Bancada evangélica quer proibir LGBT na televisão
como se fosse ’conteúdo impróprio’,” 2017). Another, well-known, quite shocking example is when in
September 2017 a federal judge from Brasília overruled the prohibition from 1999 of “gay conversion
therapy” – in which a psychiatrist or psychologist treats homosexuality as a disease which may be cured
(Phillips, 2017; Reid, 2017). This ruling was followed by a lot of protests and on social media “#curagay”
(gay cure) was used explosively. As AR explained, people started to speak ironically about this issue,
because it was so ridiculous no one could even take it seriously. They would call to work and say:
“Oh, I’m sorry, I’m calling in sick today, I can’t go to work because I’m feeling a little
bit gay” – AR, 27
The case of the “gay conversion therapy” arose because Evangelic Christian psychologist Rozangela
Justino’s license was revoked after offering such conversion therapy. Justino was associated with the
Bancada Evangelica, which was also in favor of the reinstitution of gay conversion therapy (Drague
Ramos, 2017). Lastly, in 2015, there was quite some protest against the Gay Pride Parade in São Paulo
by the Bancada Evangelica. In this Parade, some aspects and events were documented and blown out

Figure 4: Viviany Beledoni on the cross in the Gay Pride Parade, Sao Paulo, 2015
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of proportion, like people having sex in public spaces. Furthermore, there was a float in the Parade with
on top a woman nailed to a cross, referring to Jesus. There also was a sign saying “Basta homofobia
GLBT” (Enough Homophobia LGBT) (Sirqueira, 2015). The LGBT community thus aimed to send a
message, criticizing religious attitudes towards sexual diversity. A second way in which the religionbased disapproval of sexual diversity shows is in research participants’ own homophobic experiences
with the church. Many research participants have had the church pray for them when they were young,
trying to make them heterosexual. Some have been excluded from church activities as soon as the
church noticed they were, or might be, homosexual. This all contributes to gay men’s feeling of rejection
by the majority of people in their surroundings, like they should hide themselves, or even, in the worst
case, not exist at all. The story of AR will be used as an example to illustrate how this religion-based
disapproval occurs in gay men’s lives.
AR was a small, skinny boy who did not like sports or any other “boy stuff”; plenty of reasons to face
bullying in school. If things at school were not bad enough, at home it got even worse. AR’s mother was
concerned about her son who did not play and act like a “normal boy”. Luckily for her a friend knew a
place she could bring AR where they would pray for him and make sure he would not turn out to be
homosexual. Hence, AR had to pay a weekly visit to a strange type of church and had people praying for
him. He was told he was cursed and that his curse would only disappear when he turned 18. So, AR
waited. He spent his entire childhood and puberty thinking something was wrong with him, praying for
himself, for his 18th birthday. And then, after he had turned 18 he started to realize what this had done
to him and that nothing was actually wrong with him. And even though he was able to accept himself
for who he is at some point in his life, the journey was horrible. AR’s confidence was crushed and
wherever he would go he would be conscious of his behavior and what people around him would think
of him:
“When I got into a bus, I had the idea that everyone was looking at me. When I went
to a new place and someone laughed I thought they were laughing at me. I had some
cases of bullying, even in church, so I felt that I was never accepted for what I was. I
just felt like I am some garbage human and I just have to live with that. Like, I’m not
trying to exaggerate something, but it was really hard to accept that I was worth it
at any point.” – AR, 27
And AR is definitely not the only one. D is another participant whose parents were very disapproving of
him being gay, and they wanted him to go to church too, to pray for him being cured and heterosexual.
However, he had the luck of being a teenager already, so he refused to do this. What really stood out in
this entire research, was the centrality of religion in the debate around homophobia and the frequency
with which religion was named in relation to homophobia. In every single interview, religion came up
as a reason or excuse for homophobia, and 12 out of 18 respondents named religion as one of the main
reasons for homophobia in Brazil. This religious basis for homophobia is rightly illustrated in Figure 5
(Palma, 2013).
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Figure 5: Men beating a homosexual with their Bibles

Culture
In Brazil, machismo culture is very strong. This means men are expected to be brave, strong and overall
masculine; some characteristics gay men are generally not associated with. In machismo culture, an
exaggerated sense of masculinity is associated with men being responsible to protect and provide for
women. Besides posing challenges for the emancipation of women in Brazil, this culture steers opinions
about homosexuality. Gay men are commonly associated with more feminine ways and personalities,
and this gender non-conformity combined with the dominant machismo culture has proven to be a
main origin of hate-motivated attacks (Thapa & Zelayandia, 2013). Research participants have
confirmed this femininity to be a characteristic that provokes more homophobic behavior and
disapproval of people around them. Some of them therefore see the most feminine and “fashionable”,
expressive gays as the more courageous. As VL put it, the most brave, expressive gays walk the front
line of the battle.
Besides machismo, the Brazilian culture knows quite some conservatism and centrality of the traditional
family structure. In interviews, conservatism and machismo were, after religion, the most mentioned
reasons behind homophobia in Brazil. These are both aspects steering attitudes, opinions and behavior
among the Brazilian population. They are drivers of homophobia and target mainly homosexual men
and transgender women since these defy manliness the most. As MS said straight men mainly reject
homosexual men, but also do not accept lesbians, they merely fetishize them, sexualize them. As for
conservatism, it may be argued this is not something specific for Brazil right now. A conservative wave
has been spreading over the entire world. In South America specifically, the conservative wave started
around 2010 as a reaction to the “pink tide”, or “a turn to the left”, and means more right-wing political
leaders have taken over throughout South America. In the Western world, this is apparent with the
institution of Donald Trump as president of the United States and the departure of the United Kingdom
from the European Union – or Brexit. This conservativism and the conservative wave is rooted in certain
parts of society and can strengthen or weaken under different societal and political circumstances, and
it affects the gay community since conservative people are known to be less accepting of sexual diversity
and stretching traditional norms.
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More on the impacts of machismo culture on homosexual men and homophobia will follow in the next
chapter where Gender, Sexuality and the Body are discussed. There, the embodiment of this machismo
culture and the ways it clashes with non-normative bodies and identities are examined. This ‘clash’ is
then identified as leading to homophobic behavior.

Information
Lack of information makes it harder for gay men to accept their sexual orientation, and for others to
understand it. Furthermore, the lack of information about the suffering of gays makes that other people
don’t see the severity of the problem and blame gays of victimizing themselves. Since violence against
gay men is not acknowledged as hate crime in Brazil, the hate crimes that do occur on a regular basis
do not show up in the statistics or in the news. Now, the available information about this is collected
and documented by NGOs and individuals, but it does not reach the public. Grupo Gay da Bahia is one
of these NGOs and has been keeping track of homophobic violence for years now. They write reports
on the murders on LGBT people (Grupo Gay da Bahia, 2016). Furthermore, Deborah Sabará stated she
and her association GOLD keep track of these events too. They collect pieces from newspapers, police
reports and newscasts and verify the cause of death and motivation behind it.

Education
Schools in Brazil have some room for improvement when it comes to education about sexual diversity,
gender, as well as other social issues, like racism and discrimination. Generally, these issues, specifically
sexual diversity, were not or barely discussed in schools. Small steps in the right direction were made
under Lula’s presidency when gender and sexual diversity were introduced in public education policies
along with the Brasil sem Homofobia Program. As discussed in the Introduction of this thesis, after
“Brazil without Homophobia” came “School without Homophobia” and the initiative of the “School
without Homophobia Kit” under Rousseff’s presidency, against which she was forced to veto no (Vianna,
2015). In the end, despite the efforts made during the left-wing governments, Brazil’s education system
continues ignoring sexual diversity and the existence of LGBT youth. Conflicts with religion and the
children’s parents has made it too hard for teachers to address this type of topics. After the
impeachment of Rousseff and Temer’s takeover, the programs and initiatives for LGBT emancipation
have been brought to a hold and state investments in this to zero (Nalon, 2017). The “School without
Homophobia Kit” is still available on the internet, but school generally do not choose to use this.
Research participants have confirmed this lack of attention to sexual diversity in schools, like AR
expressed:
“There were some projects that this is normal and sexuality for kids. But the church
went crazy again, thinking that we were teaching kids how to do gay sex, but it was
actually the opposite. But no one is born homophobic, they teach you to be this way.”
– AR, 27

43

In another interview, PD said his philosophy teacher attempted to bringing up some social issues like
feminism, racism and homophobia in the senior year, but that an actual discussion about this was not
possible. He said it was some kind of unspoken rule to not be too explicit about these issues, and that
because it was a private school there was a concern about how parents would react to this. This shows
that both educational policies and the overall attitudes of the population towards sexual diversity in
Brazil holds back the ability to make it more discussable.
The connection between homophobia and education is twofold; (1) there is the opportunity of providing
information about sexual diversity, gender identity, and also sexual health issues like STDs, mainly
HIV/AIDS; and (2) schools are a forcing house for bullying and judgements based on gender and
sexuality. In relation to the latter; nearly all of the research participants have experienced some kind of
bullying during primary, middle and/or high school, in greater or lesser extents affecting their further
lives. The research participants themselves explained this with the fact that in middle and high school
everyone is in puberty, experiencing changes in their bodies and sexuality. Bullying would, then, mainly
be driven by envy. As VL explained, the ones who bully generally envy the ones they bully or try to hide
their own insecurities. And, often, the ones bullying gays, later turn out to be gay themselves but at the
time did not know how to deal with that. For the ones who are bullied for being gay, this bullying often
makes it harder to accept their own sexuality and at times makes them hide their ways. For many of the
research participants, the bullying was the hardest at the times they had not figured out their sexual
orientation yet or did not accept it yet. Besides, they did not feel like they could confide about this to
their parents, because they feared the way they would become suspicious about their son’s sexuality.
PD shared an experience with bullying that was very hard for him at that time:
“It was in the break in school and these boys just put me against the wall and put a
cellphone in my face. They started talking like “if you don’t say to the camera that
you’re gay, we’re all going to beat you”, and I was like “what? You just want me to
say that I’m gay? I don’t even know if I’m gay yet”. I didn’t accept myself, I never had
the experiences or wanted to kiss another man. I was discovering myself.” – PD, 18
Luckily, a friend saw what was going on and called a supervisor who intervened. However, homophobic
experiences such as this one contribute to the trouble gay men have with accepting their sexuality.
Education is a very suitable place for acknowledging sexual diversity and teaching kids to be more
accepting an open-minded to this.

Impunity
One less mentioned, but not less important motive for the high level of homophobia in Brazil is the
impunity of hate crimes, in this case based on sexuality or gender identity. By law, one should be
protected from discrimination based on sexuality or gender identity, but this does not pan out in real
life. The missing institution and enforcement of hate crime laws in Brazil is problematic and makes that
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homophobic violence is not punished sufficiently. Without specific punishment of the hate-based
motivation for violence, this type of violence remains invisible. Research participants have expressed
frustration about this matter and shared stories of unjust proceedings after a hate crime.
“Yeah, there is always another excuse. There are crimes that are like … I know there
was a boy that was punched to his death, and there was a piece of metal going
through his leg, and this was considered suicide. The guy was full of cuts and blood
and how can someone put a piece of metal through his own leg? It was still
considered suicide.” – O, 20
Overall, violence is a major problem in Brazil. As stated in an article in the Guardian, there were no less
than 62,000 cases of homicide in Brazil in 2016. This makes Brazil one of the most violent countries in
the world (Cowie, 2018).

Experienced heteronormativity
Heteronormativity is a somewhat hard concept to deal with from a heterosexual perspective. It takes
quite some empathy and reflection to recognize the aspects of life which are easier for a “normative
person” – meaning someone who fits the norm – than for someone deviating from the norm in whatever
way. Heteronormativity is, as the name suggests, the phenomenon in which heterosexuality is assumed
as the universal norm. This heterosexual norm not only involves assumptions about sexuality, but also
about gender roles. Heterosexuality assumes the attraction between men and women, and, in a
heterosexual couple, certain gender roles are defined. These are the dominant gender roles dictating
men and women’s behavior. For men, this refers to masculinity and, in a country like Brazil, machismo.
Therefore, one could say, heteronormativity is not just about being attracted to the opposite sex, but
also about the connotations tied to one’s sex. In this view, a heterosexual man is attracted to women
and should behave in a masculine way (Mora, 2013). As discussed in the conceptual framework of this
thesis, heteronormativity is seen as a way of manifesting homophobia (Costa et al., 2013). However,
this does not mean that people necessarily are homophobic when they see heterosexuality as what is
“normal”. A person can still be very accepting of homosexuality even though they think it is not the
norm. What Costa et al. (2013) mean here, is that when someone is homophobic, heteronormative
behavior is one of the ways in which homophobia is expressed.
What makes researching heteronormativity and its consequences even more complex is the possibility
of hiding one’s sexuality when this might count as a disadvantage. This feeling of being “different”, of
something being “wrong” with you, of being disadvantaged and judged, can cause people to hide. Who
knows how many people are out there hiding their desires, their identity or their sexual curiosity
because of the very fact that it is not how it is “supposed to be”.
These feelings of being “different”, “wrong” and not how it is “supposed to be”, are all direct effects of
heteronormativity. In a predominantly heterosexual society, gay men are part of a sexual minority,
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causing them to experience “chronic stress resulting from stigmatization surrounding their sexual
identities” (Chard et al., 2015: 1174-5). This stress of being part of a minority groups manifests itself in
different forms of homophobia and stigma/stereotypes. This makes that heteronormativity and
homophobia are very much connected to one another and overlap in many cases. For instance, in this
example of VL:
“I remember one time we were in a line to get a burger and we saw people making
gaps between us in the line. And that’s weird, we laugh about it, but it’s actually
really sad. Just because we looked gay this happened.” – VL, 29
Solely based on an appearance that does not fit in with the norm, people made a decision here. In this
case, I would argue, a strong sense of heteronormativity shows itself through a homophobic act.
Whether this was a conscious or subconscious decision does not change the way it comes across to the
other person. This feeling of being “different” shows in the many research participants who had trouble
accepting their sexuality and trying to force themselves not to be gay, trying to pretend they were
straight. Some participants had girlfriends during middle- or high school or even college because they
wanted to prove something to themselves, others because they were simply too young to accept they
liked boys, and some really did not know about their sexuality and had serious girlfriends.
Among research participants, this feeling of being “different” and “wrong” has led to times in which
they blamed themselves for being bullied or punished based on their sexuality. As T responded to the
question if he ever faced bullying or prejudice:
“I guess a bit. I would also take it as “oh that’s probably something I deserve, there’s
something I did wrong”.” – T, 28
The case mentioned before, discussing the judge approving “gay conversion therapy”, showed
homophobia and the contradictive situation for gay men in Brazil, but also exemplifies
heteronormativity. The very idea of classifying homosexuality as something people might want to “get
rid of” and the possibility of “healing” homosexuals shows the conviction of homosexuality as nonnormative.
Lastly, a way heteronormativity is found in daily life is the use of the term “gay community”. Research
participants recognized that already in this wording, it shows gays are seen as “different”, forming their
own community. Saying “gay community” is completely normal, whereas “straight community” is not.
This figure of speech can be seen as metaphorical or symbolical for the position of gay men in society,
for the way they are differentiated and labelled. That is the very essence of heteronormativity in
contemporary societies.
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“It’s weird, but the straight people segregate us so much that we have to use this
word to refer to us. I also think it’s something sad, it’s sad because we shouldn’t have
to have a community of our own, all of us should be one community, one society.” –
MC, 22
People acting homophobic is merely a consequence of different factors, of which heteronormativity is
the main one. If homosexuality, bisexuality and heterosexuality would be seen as equally normal, this
thesis would have been completely redundant.

Dealing with Homophobia
Having discussed the findings about homophobia and heteronormativity, some coping strategies and
ways to battle these phenomena, as indicated by research participants, are considered. Is it best to seek
confrontation and increase visibility? Or is it better to keep a low profile and mix in with the rest of
society? And what to do when confronted with a homophobic encounter? The opinions are quite
divided. The different ways of coping with and reacting to homophobia and heteronormative behavior
are a useful way to better understand the experience of being a target or victim of this kind of behavior.
First, how to deal with homophobic behavior. Two main strategies stand out here; confronting people,
but in a non-aggressive way; or letting it go, not caring about these short-minded people. In the
consideration about how to react, there is of course also the assessment of fear and possible danger,
like L expressed:
“Well, first, if it doesn’t affect your physical integrity, you shouldn’t be afraid, people
sometimes are afraid of confronting people. I know it’s hard. Also, try to not care so
much about the jokes.” – L, 25
From this statement, it is apparent that L acknowledges the fear of standing up for yourself, that this is
easier said than done. However, he also stresses the need to ignore heteronormative or homophobic
comments or jokes, in order to not be held back or bothered by this too much. Being the bigger person
was a recurrent strategy:
“You have to be kind and educated with these people, you have to do the same. I
don’t yell, I have the same way to talk and I show this guy he is wrong. That’s the
better way, not fighting, that’s not the better way. Because this guy is frustrated with
something. Or he wants to do the same but he can’t. So, if you also do it in the angry
way, he will be like an animal and want to punch you, fight.” – P, 36
Being kind and educated takes courage and patience though, so this might not be an easy option for
everyone. Also, the confrontational strategy requires the active exercise of one’s rights and actively
going against the norm.
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In some way, fear and homophobia might maintain one another and thereby keep the heterosexual
norm in place. By fearing homophobes and what they could possibly do to them, gay men tend to hold
back and adhere to the heterosexual norm in public spaces. However, if they would seek more
confrontation and stretch society’s rules a bit more, would that aggravate homophobia too?
On a bigger scope, creating visibility can turn into a form of activism for the gay (or LGBT) community.
However, every time an attempt is made to increase visibility of, or information about, sexual diversity,
religious and conservative groups oppose. Noticeable is that many of the research participants are
convinced the gay community needs to be louder, attract more attention and stand up more for their
rights, but when it comes down to actually undertaking action, they are hesitant to do so. Most of the
times, they either don’t know where to start or they have already lost their faith in the power of activism.
This shows a difference between what they aspire and wish to do, and what they feel actually capable
of doing in real life situations. This difference should be kept in mind while discussing and analyzing
interviews. In the interview with R, the aspiration and importance of creating visibility came up:
“I believe we, gay people, need to be ourselves in public. Because people need to see
it’s normal to be gay. […] I believe we need to be brave and be ourselves in public.” –
R, 27
Moreover, later in the interview, R expressed the feeling of powerlessness when it comes to activism,
the feeling that in the end, it does not lead them (the gay community) anywhere. Besides feeling
powerless, he expressed the fear of standing out and the possible consequences it might have. What
shows here, is that most research participants acknowledge that the way gay men behave in their daily
lives, how they deal with homophobia and heteronormativity, is part of a bigger movement. They
expressed the experience of both pressure from society through their views on homosexuality and
pressure from the gay community to deal with and fight homophobia. This causes them to strategize
about possible ways to challenge homophobia and heteronormativity and some possible points for
improvement research participants have indicated are:
“I hope that one day there are actual laws on punishing those who attack LGBT
people, I think maybe this way homophobia and LGBT-phobia in general can reduce.”
– MC, 22
“Information, much more information, the schools, the kids need to know it’s normal
to grow up like that. To accept other people or themselves. I think information is the
beginning.” – MI, 25
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“I think fighting for equality. To have some representation of LGBT people in every
part. (…) And I wish for the laws to protect gay people. Like, if you do something
homophobic, you’re going to be punished for it.” – MS, 22
These aspects correlate to some of the reasons behind homophobia, as indicated by research
participants earlier in this chapter. First of all, the need for the institution and enforcement of hate
crime laws to bring an end to impunity of homophobic violence and discrimination was mentioned
regularly. LGBT rights lose a significant part of their meaning without punishment of disrespecting them.
Secondly, the point of lack of information also reoccurs here. This is connected to a broader theme of
needing to improve visibility and representation of the LGBT community as a whole. These are more
macro-level solutions. On a smaller scale, possible ways of improving the situation of gay men in the
Brazilian society are enhancing discussion between homo- and heterosexuals. According to research
participants, the best way of changing people’s minds about homosexual men is to talk with them and
try to connect with them. In this view, contact is key to creating a more open-minded, accepting
environment.

Conclusions
Coming back to the sub-question corresponding to this chapter: To what extent, and how, do gay men
in Vitória experience homophobia and heteronormativity? Many insights have been found on these
topics, as discussed above.
First of all, the situation in Brazil seems much more contradictive to an outsider than it is experienced
in real life. In reality, the contradiction is experienced more like a façade created by the government
and its programs. This façade works to the disadvantage of gay men’s situation in society because it
obscures the reality in which they live. By discussing both sides of the situation – the progressive rights
for gay men and the harsh reality of homophobia and hate crimes – the impact this has on gay men and
their desperateness when it comes to changing Brazil’s society becomes clear. They do not have faith
in the government, in authority or in the population as a whole. They blame religion and culture for all
the hate and homophobia and the politicians for the continuing marginalization of minority groups in
Brazil.
Heteronormativity is a big part of this “contradictive situation” and contributes to and maintains this
situation. It has proven to be somewhat challenging to examine heteronormativity, since it is so very
rooted in society and has a much more deceitful way of influencing people. It is therefore more in
indirect ways that the effects of heteronormativity are noticeable. The line between heteronormative
behavior or homophobic behavior is quite thin and many times they overlap. Homophobia is something
that can grow from a strong sense of heteronormativity. When heterosexuality is seen as “normal”, and
everything differing from the norm is seen as “wrong”, this can lead to a strong sense of disapproval of
sexual diversity. As explained in the conceptual framework, the belief that heterosexuality is the norm,
and homosexuality is “different” or “wrong” stems from a series of sociological interpretations of the
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biological body and its purposes. This reasoning that has grown so accustomed to human beings is
further analyzed and challenged in the next chapter on Gender Identity, Sexuality and the Body.
From literature reviews and data collected during fieldwork, it has become clear that culture and religion
are the most fundamental issues underlying homophobia in Brazil. Following from this, and amplifying
the problem, are the lack of information and education and the impunity of hate crimes. In these last
aspects also lie solutions and opportunities for change, because if more information is provided,
education improves and appropriate punishment for hate crimes are implemented, this may contribute
to a higher level of acceptance of sexual diversity. Changing culture and religion is, on the other hand,
much harder, and is more likely to happen slowly over time and may take generations of Brazilians.
This current chapter brings us a few steps closer to answering the main research question in this thesis.
It has here been clarified in what ways homophobia and heteronormativity influence the lives of gay
men, and what factors research participants see as factors (re)producing their situation. This is a crucial
part of writing this thesis, because gay men’s behavior, their embodied practices and the creation and
maintenance of geographies of sexuality are influenced by the perception of danger, by fear, and by the
presence of and/or confrontation with heteronormativity and homophobia. In the next chapter, the
effects of homophobia, heteronormativity and other societal influences on the expression of gender
identity and sexuality through the body will be analyzed. Herein, the effects of the issues discussed in
this current chapter on the everyday life of gay men in Vitória are shown.
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4. The Body; expressions of gender identity and sexuality
This second empirical chapter regards the connections between gender identity and sexuality, and how
these are expressed through the body. It looks into how free gay men feel to express themselves through
body language, appearance and embodied practices. The message they aim to send with their body and
the reactions they receive on this are analyzed using the data collected during fieldwork. This all is related
to the second sub-question: In what ways are gender identity and sexuality expressed in the gay male
body? The structure of this chapter is as follows; first, the connection between sex, gender and sexuality,
as already displayed in the literature review, is discussed based on the collected data. Then, the ways
these are expressed through the body and societal influences on this are discussed using various themes.
After this chapter, the influences of time and space on expressions and appearance of the body will be
further discussed in the third and final empirical chapter of this thesis.

Sex, Gender and Sexuality
In this section, the literature studies on sex, gender and sexuality, and different understandings and
experiences of thereof are reviewed shortly, followed by an analysis of how these phenomena are
experienced and expressed in reality during fieldwork.
As discussed in the conceptual framework; sex, gender and sexuality are tightly connected. Various
views and theories about this connection have been discussed and, in the end, the following conclusion
was drawn; the naturalistic determination of gender identity and sexuality should be challenged and a
more flexible, personal understanding of these takes its place. Hereby, the naturalistic approach of the
body is opposed too, and instead, a socially constructivist approach was adopted. The view of Shilling
(2012) was followed in finding a nuanced combination of both the naturalistic and socially constructed
perspective on the body. In this view, the physical body matters, so it is not fully socially constructed,
but the meanings attributed to and derived from this physical body are. This means that the naturalistic
determination of gender identity from biological sex, and heteronormativity, are social constructions.
Since heterosexuality has been established as the norm, everyone and everything diverting from this
norm is seen as different and can be rejected by society; constructing sexual minorities. However, as
the heterosexual norm is considered to be a social construction, it should be possible to change this
understanding of sexuality through the social too.
The naturalistic determination of sex, gender and sexuality has been increasingly challenged over the
past decades. Since society has not always been equally welcoming to this diversity, sexual minorities
have been created. Even though gender identity and sexuality cannot always be derived from the
biological sex in the body, they are, in the end, expressed through and rooted in one’s body. Thus, there
are, to a certain extent, corporeal roots of gender identity and sexuality, but it is not always in line with
the naturalistic determination society sees as “normal”. This view is in line with the social constructivist
perspective on the body; the body is shaped by society and meanings attributed to it are social products.
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This does not undermine the existence of the physical body and its characteristics, but merely
undermines the interpretations society composed about it (Shilling, 2012). Although some attributes of
the body, like sex, gender and sexuality, find their origin in the body – thus following more the
naturalistic view – the meanings attributed to these are socially constructed. These meanings can, in
turn, also be changed through the social. Through these social understandings, the diversity in sex,
gender and sexuality can be acknowledged and thereby become a new truth.
Connecting this all to the topic of this thesis, my point is that homosexual men are corporeally like any
other person, but they are sexually and romantically attracted to the same sex. Many research
participants stated that for people who fit the heterosexual norm, this kind of sexual attraction can be
hard to comprehend. This lack of understanding of straight people and their subsequent rejection
causes quite some frustration among gay men, which they frequently expressed during interviews, for
instance in relation to the commotion around gay marriage. In the interview with MS, this frustration
was apparent in what he said and how he said it.
“if gay marriage is allowed, you don’t have to marry a gay too. Let me marry my
boyfriend, let her marry her girlfriend.” – MS, 22
In his voice and body language this frustration was clearly apparent; making fists with his hands and
shaking his head no. My personal acknowledgement and understanding of his point of view, and his
frustrations, also worked to his satisfaction. For MS, the frustration mainly is about the extent to which
people tend to interfere in his personal life, without understanding him. This interference was
mentioned by L as well, in this case referring to religious people.
“But what they don’t see, as I believe, is that they should not interfere in someone’s
life if it doesn’t even affect them. They are usually very worried about things that
wouldn’t affect their personal life. For example, gay marriage, it wouldn’t affect their
lives at all. They are worried about what’s on TV, so, if you don’t want your son to
watch what’s on TV, just don’t let him.” – L, 25
The high level of engagement or interference in other people’s lives has been a recurrent topic
throughout this research. In both participant observation and interviews, this tendency to interfere
came up regularly and research participants often linked this to the Brazilian culture. Multiple research
participants who had spent a longer period of time in a Northern European country (Ireland or England,
for 6 to 12 months, to study at Universities) noticed a cultural difference to which they linked the issue
of homophobia. Their theory was that in these European countries the culture was more individualistic,
which meant people kept more to themselves and did not mind other people’s business. In Brazil,
however, they characterized the culture as being more collectivistic which, according to them, causes
people to feel more engaged in other people’s lives and feel more of a need to interfere.
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Another illustration of what gay men interpret as heterosexuals struggling to make sense of
homosexuality, is the assumption of having a “male” and a “female” man in a gay couple; one to play
the woman-part and one to play the man-part. Whenever this was brought up in interviews, the same
frustration arose among interviewees.
“In most of the couples they don’t have the “man” and the “woman”. We are men,
not women. If I want to be a woman, I’ll become a transwoman.” – J, 18
“they try to create a straight couple. There is always the same question: “who is the
boy and who is the girl in this relationship?”. They can’t imagine there are two boys
and two girls. It’s hard for them to understand. It’s a gay couple or a lesbian couple.
It’s the same sex, there isn’t a boy and a girl, there is boy and a boy, and a girl and a
girl.” – O, 20
Here, it shows gay men feel misunderstood and experience this as heterosexuals needing the
heteronormative standard and society needing to categorize in hegemonic gender roles. The effects
this has on the expression through the body have come up during fieldwork as well. The extent to which
research participants feel free to express themselves through body language, appearance and
embodied practices, generally depends on the specific setting they are in, such as the place they are at,
the time of the day, the company they are with and the occasion. Just as Cream (1995) argues, the sexed
body is always connected to the sociocultural setting it is in; the body reacts on the social and vice versa.
The differences between settings will be discussed in further detail in the next chapter on Geographies
of Sexuality.
In this chapter, the different ways in which gay men express their personality and their sexuality through
their bodies are explored. Hence, this chapter will examine the general conditions and social contexts
influencing the body and the next chapter will link the body more to its specific setting. Furthermore,
certain aspects influencing the body and its expressions of sexuality are discussed, such as machismo
culture and heteronormativity. These are aspects steering behavior and everything and everyone not
abiding to them is seen as deviant:
“I have a theory that people are afraid of something that is different from you. When
someone is different we always think he is the enemy. He’s the enemy, he’s different,
he’s going to try to change my way of life.” – V, 22

Machismo and Homophobia
The strong machismo culture in Brazil, emphasizing masculinity, is connected to the high levels of
homophobia in Brazil, since research indicates that most homophobic acts or crimes are motivated by
machismo (Thapa & Zelayandia, 2013). During fieldwork, homophobia and machismo have shown to be
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an influence on behavior and appearance of gay men in Vitória. Homophobia can, in many cases, be
seen as an outcome of the machismo culture. These connections between homophobia, machismo and
the body will be clarified in this chapter by quoting and analyzing statements and observations of
research participants.
In the conceptual framework, the connection between homophobia and masculinity or manhood has
been discussed. Since masculinity is the core of machismo culture, and since homosexuality is associated
with homoerotic, or even “feminine”, desires and characteristics, the rejection of homosexuality seems
to be inevitable in a machismo culture. According to Kimmel (1994), homophobia is the socially
constructed manhood needing to reject homosexuality in order to prove its own heterosexuality.
Hereby, heterosexuality proves or confirms one’s manhood. It is the fear of men being mistaken for a
homosexual and the need to demonstrate one’s manhood at all times, based on traditional rules about
masculinity. In this view, masculinity and machismo culture are the main drivers for men’s behavior in
general. This logic applies mainly to drivers for men’s behavior and neglects discussion of homophobia
among women. However, the separation of what is considered to be masculine and feminine behavior
is incorporated in society in the shape of gender roles. These gender roles are just as dominant for
women as they are for men. Women could be just as homophobic, although they do not necessarily
have to feel threatened by homosexuals or association with them. It was therefore striking to see such
a strong focus on homophobic men in literature, and a neglect of homophobia among women. Below,
the way in which the gay body reacts to this culture of masculinity is analyzed.
Within the gay community in Vitória, there are certain categories or labels of groups of gays. The most
dominant and well-known ones are the padrãos – or padrãozinhos – and the afeminados. The former
are gay men who look according to the heterosexual norm. The latter are gay men who dress and
behave in a rather “feminine” way. Their clothing, hairstyle and the cosmetics they use (like make-up)
are considered to be feminine and usually are from the women’s departments in stores. Generally, the
more feminine a gay man is, the more rejection and harassment he will receive. This rejection then
mainly seems to originate in the machismo culture and sense of manhood, and this insinuates a strong
connection between dominant gender roles and homophobia. This will be further illustrated below. It
also partly explains the higher intolerance of gay men and man-to-woman transgenders compared to
other sexual minorities; they contradict the understandings of masculinity and manhood the most.
Therefore, this chapter will argue that the main issue in homophobia is not necessarily sexuality, but
gender identity may play a much bigger role. Disobeying established gender roles seems to be much
more disapproved than deviating from heterosexuality.
Machismo can put a lot of pressure all men, but perhaps gay men feel additionally burdened. This is
because they, in essence, do not comply to the standards of this machismo culture since they have
homoerotic (or supposedly “feminine”) desires. Hence, many gay men feel like they have to compensate
for something and feel great pressure from society to achieve high goals.
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“you have to be attractive, you have to be strong, you cannot question yourself,
things like that.” – T, 28
“if they come to you to talk about your personal life, you can just tell them it’s none
of their business and if you’re a good professional they don’t have something to tell
you. But, that’s hard as well because we always have this pressure of being the best.”
– L, 25
In a way, how L describes it, being successful in life works as a defense mechanism: “in spite of being
gay, he is still a good professional and therefore successful in life”. Here, the machismo culture shows
again. Masculinity is, among others, associated with power and wealth, and L’s argument is in line with
the academic interpretations of the pressure of proving one’s masculinity.
The majority of the research participants has a rejective attitude towards the machismo culture. The
aforementioned padrãos were, whenever they came up during conversations or interviews, nearly
never talked about in a positive way. As the research participants describe them, padrãos aim to come
across in a more masculine, heteronormative way by being muscled and manly. The opposite group,
afeminados, are considered to be much more rebellious. They are more “out-there” and noticeable
because of their style and “feminine” behavior. This is also what gay men refer to as the more “gay”
gays. These two groups, padrãos and afeminados, commonly keep their distance from each other
because they do not like to be associated with each other. This is partly because they have clashing
strategies to battle homophobia. Afeminados are often accused by padrãos for “screwing up their
movement”. The other way around, afeminados accuse padrãos for being weak and cowardly and not
contributing to change at all. They argue padrãos hide their sexuality and pretend to fit into the
heterosexual norm. During fieldwork, both of these sides were heard. The padrãos’ strategy to battle
homophobia is to try and fit in with the rest of society. They argue, that by not making a big deal out of
their sexuality, other people will start to do the same. The afeminados are mainly much more
provocative and activist. Their appearance and body language identify them as non-normative, as
clashing with the heterosexual norm. Therefore, they challenge this norm by expressing themselves and
create more visibility for their community. Many research participants did, however, classify themselves
as in between these two “categories”. Something that stood out, was that they almost always took the
side of the afeminados when talking about making changes for their community. Most of the research
participants admired them for being “out-there” and brave enough to show themselves in this way.
“I also thought that more feminine gays are the ones who most fight for us. The more
normative gays just think about themselves. But the more feminine gays are kind of
there for all of us, they’re basically dying for us.” – PD, 18
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“My best friend has pink hair and girly clothes and I think that’s really bold, especially
because he’s always on the bus and places where you’re not usually accepted using
that appearance” – VL, 29
“These “padrãozinhos” all look the same, I think they just seek approval and I think
that’s the problem with Brazilians being shallow. They don’t want to get into the
problem and look for solutions.” – VL, 29
From this, the influence of machismo culture on society appears. The level of “gayness” is measured on
a gender-based scale. The more “feminine”, the more “gay”, and the more “masculine”, the more
accepted in the heterosexual norm. This exhibits the connection between gender and sexuality again,
for how can be one be more or less gay? A man is either just attracted to other men, or he is not. Calling
someone more or less gay is just dependent on the expression of this sexuality in gender performance.
It should be noted that the side of the afeminados, in this case of padrão vs. afeminado, was heard more
or, at least, the afeminados may have come out as “the better ones” or as being braver. However, I do
not mean to say that who does not dress or behave in a “more feminine” or “gay” way is not brave and
does not dare to do this. In many cases, that gay man just does not have a “feminine” taste or style.
Therefore, they may blend in with society more.
This example of padrãos and afeminados also connects to the theories described in the conceptual
framework which state the body can be either a site of obedience and oppression or of rebellion and
change. The body can thereby either maintain or challenge dominant social rules (Browne et al., 2007).
The padrão-character, as described by interviewees, can be seen as using the body to maintain social
norms. As oppressed by social rules about masculinity and sexuality, even though this is their strategy
to establish change. The afeminado-character is more rebellious towards these norms. Dominant social
norms about gender and sexuality are disobeyed and challenged. In this way, when following the logic
from the conceptual framework, the afeminados are the ones working on stretching the norms and
making room for change. Research participants have regularly mentioned the higher likelihood of being
accepted when looking and acting “straight” and appearing to fit into the heterosexual norm.
“… people are usually more accepting if you fit in the straight world, with the way
you dress, the way you behave, the way you are, you fit in. When you don’t look like
you’re gay, it’s much easier for them to accept you. So, if you don’t have extremely
feminine behavior, people will probably be more ok, because they usually say “I don’t
have a problem with you being gay, I just don’t like guys that want to be women”,
and what they mean is they don’t like guys that have a feminine way of expressing
themselves.” – L, 25
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“I think what gets to them is the expression of what you are. Just being gay is okay
but showing it off isn’t.” – PD, 18
“We have all this concern about being feminine. As I see, normative gay people are
most likely to get a job compared to a feminine gay. So, yeah, they don’t take us
seriously and they should. Me being feminine doesn’t mean that I don’t know how to
do things.” – PD, 18
These statements show that rejection is not just based on sexuality, but a big part of it depends on
expression of sexuality and gender identity. As long as gays act and look in line with the heterosexual
norm, as long as their behavior and appearance do not deviate from the dominant gender roles, they
can expect to experience more acceptance. This may, in turn, also be a reason for holding back in
expression oneself or hiding one’s sexuality in order to experience more acceptance. The next section
will elaborate on the correlation between appearance and behavior, and heteronormativity.

Appearance and behavior; heteronormativity
As discussed above, the appearance and behavior of gay men is generally measured on a
heteronormative scale. In a heteronormative perspective, dominant gender rules apply: men are
expected to be masculine, women to be feminine and they are supposed to be attracted to each other.
The more gay men deviate from these heteronormative standards, the more challenges they face. The
gay men in this research mainly experienced this in the judgement on and rejection of “feminine”
behavior or appearance and embodying multiple minorities at once (such as a black, gay man). For the
sake of this thesis, the focus here will be on the rejection based on “feminine” behavior and appearance
because involving the issue of racism into this discussion could compose an entirely different thesis.
So, since gender identity and sexuality are connected to (or derived from) the same set of dominant
social norms. These social norms influence every social group and dictate everyone’s behavior to a
certain extent. In the gay community these norms about gender and sexuality are noticed as well:
“I think even in the gay community people want to be the alpha macho that much
that they even want to be less feminine than they are. And how straight people see
it, they think there is no need to be that girly, but it’s not like a matter of ‘need to be
something’ or not, it’s not like you’re being that way because you’re trying to get
attention.” – AR, 27
This shows the power of heteronormativity, and the role of gender identity in someone’s place in
society. Research participants have expressed a clear correlation between the level of expression of
gender and sexuality through the body, and the level of homophobia experienced:
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“The people who are killed by homophobes are always the more ‘gay’ gays. Or black
gays. So, yeah then it’s even harder.” – D, 20
“I believe that in some ways I’m kind of privileged for being a white male. I don’t
consider myself gorgeous, but I know I’m not ugly. So, it kind of puts me in a good
status and I know a lot of my friends are in the same platform, in the same group.”
– AR, 28
Heteronormativity thus supersedes norms that are just about sexuality and includes norms about
gender identities. Being heterosexual entails relationships between men and women, which, in turn,
entail the dominant gender roles. On top of this, there are other characteristics upon which one can be
discriminated, like skin color and social class. Now, a more explicit illustration will be given about the
ways in which gay men do or do not express themselves through the body.

Expression through the Body
From observations, conversations and interviews, it has become clear that expression of one’s sexuality
is part of the expression of one’s personality as a whole. The extent to which gay men use their
appearance, body language and embodied practices to express themselves differs significantly between
different people. However, some of the research participants very clearly used their body to express
their sexuality and to make a statement about who they are, to stand out. Others explicitly stated to
keep their appearance and behavior discrete and on a low-profile in order not to stand out. Moreover,
not everyone consciously uses their body to make a statement or send a message. For lots of people,
appearance is merely thought of as an expression of their style and taste, although a person’s taste also
sends a message; taste is a statement too even though it might be unconscious.
An example of a clear expression of gender identity and sexuality is the use of an alter-ego in drag
queens. Drag queens are (gay) men who have a “hyperfeminine” alter-ego that mainly appears in
nightlife and special occasions. When a gay man “does drag”, he dresses up like a woman with an
extravagant appearance and an associated character. Drag queens challenge dominant gender roles
and exhibit the hybridity of gender performances. One of the most famous drag queens in Brazil is Pabllo
Vittar, who is a number one pop singer and only performs in this drag alter-ego. Vittar is a popular and
successful artist in Brazil at the moment, which is quite astonishing seeing the high intolerance of the
LGBT community in the country. Many research participants have stated Vittar functions as a role model
and creates more visibility for the LGBT community in Brazil. Even though he receives quite some
critique, his great success is an important step forward for gay men in Brazil.
“For example, Pabllo Vittar, he’s making a lot of success, but there is still a lot of
prejudice with him. People say: “how are we going to explain to our children that
he’s a boy and he’s dressed like a girl, and if my child sees this he’s going to want to
change and do drag himself”.” – V, 22
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“It’s like Pabllo Vittar. He’s there but I heard people say “it’s okay, he looks like a
woman”. I mean, he’s not a woman, he’s not trying to be a woman, he’s a drag
queen. And it’s not okay just because in your head he looks like a girl.” – VL, 29
Following Butler’s theory on gender performances, someone’s gender identity is constantly formed and
reformed through a stylized repetition of a set of acts. Butler explains: “Gender is instituted through the
stylization of the body and, hence, must be understood as the mundane way in which bodily gestures,
movements, and enactments of various kinds constitute the illusion of an abiding gendered self” (Butler,
1988: 519). In this logic, the possibility to transform gender simply lies in the arbitrary relationship
between these acts. By repeating a different set of acts, a different gender identity can be adopted and
performed. What is important to add here, is that this repetition of acts does not mean there is a
feminine and a masculine set only. Gender is understood to be much more fluid and flexible. Men can
perform what are considered to be “feminine” acts, and vice versa, without them wanting to change
their sex. This means binary thinking in both sex and gender are challenged here. The gender
performance will be referred to as expression of one’s gender identity, which is connected to one’s sex
and sexuality. So, to apply this to an example in the gay community in Vitória, the afeminado-type of
gay man should not be considered to be “feminine” or wanting to be a woman. His repetition of acts
expresses his gender identity and sexuality as not conform with the two dominant categories. Because
it is “different”, expressing this through the body is often considered to be brave and admirable.
According to research participants, these “feminine” looks and ways are the main reason for being
rejected both in- and outside the gay community:
“Even in the gay community, people sometimes discriminate other people who are
also gay. There are even gay guys who think that we shouldn’t be feminine because
it ruins your reputation of being gay. It’s not the majority of people but there are
some guys who are gay and also have conservative thought.” – L, 25
However, from the research participants, only respect and praise were given to the gays who look and
act like this. They are seen as the one’s walking the frontline of the battle against homophobia because
they stand out the most. As discussed before, the research participants in this research all took the side
of the afeminados. What is considered to be “feminine” or “afeminado” is mainly described in terms of
appearance – hairstyle, clothes, accessories, make-up; body language – way of walking, use of hands,
way of talking and laughing; and embodied practices – dancing, interaction with others, social behavior.
Moreover, these all depend on the setting one is in, and are therefore further discussed in the next
chapter on Geographies of Sexuality.
Accordingly, expression through the body depends on the person as well as the setting that person is
located in. The diversity of this can be illustrated with these quotes from interviews with different gay
men in Vitória:
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“Clothes are very important to express yourself. I have a friend who takes the bus at
night dressed super drag queen with wigs, make up, skirts, big shoes, boots, high
heels, and he never has a problem with that here. But it’s important to express
yourself by your clothes, your hair or tattoos, or some movement on other people.”
– J, 18
“I wish I could dress myself a little bit better. I think it’s like I’m paranoid, but I don’t
feel safe to dress well, because I feel like people will notice me and think I’m gay. …
when I’m at work or talking to people who don’t know about it, I try to sit up straight
and make a bigger voice. Just trying to hide everything.” – MS, 22
“I really need to not look “gayer” than I’m supposed to be. Last Saturday for
example, I was walking on the streets and I think I was wearing normal clothes, I
wasn’t the most gay I’ve ever been. These guys just honked from their car, and I was
like “I’m not that gay!”.” – V, 22

Stereotypes
In interviews, the stereotypes about gay men and the way they are confronted with these stereotypes
came up many times. First, these dominant stereotypes will be discussed. Then, the ramifications of
these stereotypes on gay men’s lives and their gender identity, sexuality and expression in the body are
reviewed.
Stereotypes about gay men have been developing for quite some time now and can affect the lives of
the gay community significantly. These stereotypes have developed into prejudices and every one of
the research participants has been bothered or affected by these stereotypes to some extent. A
recurrent and clear example mentioned by research participants is about how girls tend to treat gay
men as their “pets”, as an “accessory”. Research participants have argued this attitude of these girls is
based on stereotypes about gays. The stereotypical gay is fashionable, a good dancer and “party
animal”, and good at giving advice about love and dating.
“When I came out, and anyone who wasn’t my friend yet, they were like “oh my God,
you’re gay? I want to be your friend”, “oh my God, you’re so pretty, you don’t look
like you’re gay, you wear men’s clothes, you don’t look like you’re gay, you don’t have
the gay type”.” – O, 20
“They just want gays as their pets, as an accessory. To take pictures together, “look
I’m not homophobic”. (…) If you need someone to talk deeply about your life, they
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won’t listen to you because you are only friends to go shopping or to go to clubs.” –
MS, 22
Others wanting to befriend you may seem like a good and positive sign, but in this case, it was not
received in this way by the research participants. They do not like it when people have this kind of
attitude, because they feel like they are being judged solely based on their sexuality, not on their
personality. They are labelled as “the gay guy”, even though there are all kinds of different gay men.
Not every gay man knows a lot about fashion or knows how to dance and likes to dress up his female
friends. For many gay men, stereotypes are something they have struggled with for all of their lives.
First, at a younger age, many research participants were judged and criticized for not being the “typical
boy”. They often did not measure up to all of the gender-related norms, such as liking soccer and playing
games outside. As MC explains:
“I have always in all my childhood been bullied, for being girly, for not liking sports,
or for loving musicals, it’s very stereotypical. I was always different and being bullied
really hard for this.” – MC, 22
Then, after coming out about their sexuality, they face judgement and labelling about being gay. It is,
therefore, frustrating for gay men to be confronted with judgements based on a stereotype based on
their sexuality, when there is much more to their personality than just who they feel attracted to.
“They see gay people as people that like to go partying, even with relationships, they
see gay people as people who go out with everyone all the time, and they have this
kind of stereotype, but it’s much more complex than that. We have lots of kinds of
different people, gay or not.” – A, 24
“People think every gay is that gay. So, feminine, women’s clothes, has long hair,
make-up, it’s not good.” – H, 26
“Yeah it bothers me. I’m not feminine, I’m not making jokes all the time, I’m not
fashionista. I’m not represented on soap operas. I’m not the “regular” soap opera
gays.” – R, 27
Besides the “fun, fashionable, girly” gay stereotype, another dominant stereotype has come up: gay
men being promiscuous, partying a lot and using a lot of drugs. The part about being promiscuous entails
the idea that gay men have a lot of sexual partners and do not engage in serious relationships. This is a
stereotype many research participants have noticed and struggled with in their life, because they were
judged by it:
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“They will always be promiscuous. They have STDs because they have sex with
everyone. They are superficial, they are fake, they are mean. And yes, that’s a
stereotype for gay people.” – MS, 22
“I believe inside my house that was probably one of the things that made it harder
for my mom to accept me. I think her thought of me was that she had this
promiscuous son, who is probably doing drugs. And I wasn’t.” – T, 28
From fieldwork in the gay scene of Vitória, what stood out to an outsider such as myself, was that the
gay nightlife is quite expressive. To an outsider, gay parties and gay clubs did have a promiscuity to it,
with the way people dance, the way they dress and how openly they express their attraction to others.
However, in my opinion, this partly stood out more because they were two men, and not a man and a
woman. Furthermore, from interviews, it became clear that some research participants see this gay
scene as a place to make up for having to hide themselves in their daily life, therefore, they tend to
celebrate at these occasions. What I mean to say is that it is hard to judge and analyze these stereotypes
and to what extent they are true for different people in different settings.
Stereotypes are, as they are for any social group, not true for everyone. What tends to happen in these
cases is that certain characteristics are blown out of proportion and dominate what people think about
this group. This can negatively affect them in many ways. For instance, when a gay man wants to become
a lawyer or a doctor. These are quite traditional professions with a rather conservative background.
Being gay, and especially when having some “feminine ways”, together with the indecent stereotype of
expected promiscuity, it can be quite challenging. Gay men are commonly expected to pursue a more
creative career in art, design or architecture. Some research participants have been struggling with this,
like V who studies law and does an internship at a law firm:
“... at my internship, people know I’m gay, but I haven’t talked about this, I don’t talk
about this. Because it’s work and at work you don’t really talk about your private life.
I mean, every straight person can talk about their private life, but I don’t talk about
my private life. There, I hold back, because I don’t talk about any of this stuff, there
is no opportunity to talk about this. I hold back.” – V, 22
Another example of this is MS, who does an internship at a wine company and works in marketing and
advertisement. He has had some homophobic experiences in the past, which made him very cautious
and scared. At his internship, he never told anyone he is gay and he tries to hide his sexuality. This means
he acts in a different way than he normally does. He tries to “act straight” by sitting up straight, not
crossing his legs and lowering his voice. He even joins in on conversations about girls with his male
colleagues. Also, AR has been confronted with a situation related to stereotypes about gay men. AR
studies Oceanography and one time, the mentor of this course asked AR whether this was really the
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place for him. AR had noticed before that he did not really fit in with his fellow students, who he
describes as follows:
“most of the guys are straight. I don’t have the stereotype, I don’t dress like the guys
with really large shorts and long T-shirts, smoking pot all day and skating. I’m not
that guy, I never was.”
Even though AR always had good grades and participated in extra-curricular activities, his mentor asked
him whether it was the right choice for him because he did not fit in with his classmates, he had the
“wrong stereotype” for this course. These experiences of being judged based on sexuality, and having
to hold back and hide because of it, are outcomes of both stereotypes about gay men and homophobia
and discrimination in Brazil. In the worst case, this homophobia and discrimination drives gay men to
resort to prostitution and drugs to survive:
“… a stereotype that the LGBT community are prostitutes, use drugs, and things like
that. But they don’t think about we get into this world of prostitution and drugs
because we are excluded from society. Sometimes we don’t get a job because we are
gay, so we search for the worst way to survive. And sometimes you’re so depressed
you get into things like drugs to try to feel better. They put this guilt on us. – O

Conclusion
This chapter has confirmed the connection between (biological) sex, gender and sexuality as already
discussed in the Conceptual Framework. The body is where these aspects come together, and where
they are shaped and can be changed. In turn, the body is inevitably related to the social. Among gay
men, the body can be used in different ways to react to their social environment. It is a medium for
change, expression and celebration, but also of oppression, obedience and fear.
Coming back to the sub-question of this chapter – In what ways are gender identity and sexuality
expressed in the gay male body? – there is no unanimous answer, but different ways and motives, and
their causes and consequences in society, have been identified. There are respondents who deliberately
make use of their body and its expressions to challenge the dominant norms in society. However, even
they will always feel the pressure and judgement of society and the expectation of acting according to
the heterosexual norm. Machismo culture, dominant gender roles and homophobia have been
identified as the main societal influences on the expression of gender and sexuality in the gay male
body. The extents to which gender and sexuality are expressed are measured on a gender-based scale,
dominated by a heterosexual norm. Moreover, the different stereotypes of gay men and the influences
these stereotypes have on the ways gay men express themselves and how they are perceived by society
have been discussed. What influences different places and settings have on the body and its expressions
is discussed in the next, and last, chapter.
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5. Geographies of Sexuality
In this third, and last, empirical chapter, all previous concepts and topics come together in space and
time. The places and times of the day it is safe or unsafe to express oneself as a gay man will be mapped
out and the ways to maintain or stretch the norms of geographies of sexuality will be discussed in detail.
Moreover, attention will be paid to the meanings attributed to safe places and the possibilities of
creating more visibility for the gay community. This is all related to the third, and last, sub-question:
What influences do time and space have on the body appearance and embodied practices? This last
chapter will be followed by the Discussion and Conclusions where the main research question is reviewed.

Geography of Sexuality
As shows from the previous chapters, rules for appearance and behavior are about more than just
sexuality. It has been argued that expression of sexuality and social rules dictating this expression are
mainly related to gender norms. The dominant gender norms dictate feminine and masculine
appearance and behavior and deviating from these norms is generally rejected by society. These gender
norms are, in the case of Brazil, strongly connected to the machismo culture. In the previous chapter
on Gender, Sexuality and the Body, the expression of gay men has been reviewed in relation to societal
conditions and context. In this chapter, the focus will be on the specific influences of the setting on gay
men’s expressions through the body.
As discussed in the conceptual framework, over the past decades, geography of sexuality has emerged
and grown to become an official discipline of geography. It concerns the relationship between space,
place and sexuality. This relationship is, according to Browne et al. (2007), twofold: 1) everyday spaces
are sexualized and behavior is regulated by norms about acceptable sexual behavior in public or shared
spaces, and 2) spaces are structured by sexuality. So, on the one hand, in everyday life all spaces and
places are governed by rules about sexual behavior and one’s behavior either maintains or challenges
these rules. On the other hand, there is a wider sexualization of space, meaning one cannot understand
sexuality without understanding the broader spatial context. In this, a significant distinction between
space and place should be clarified. As Tuan (1977) describes in his book on space and place, space is
something abstract and in places, meaning is attributed to space: “Place is a type of object. Places and
objects define space, giving it a geometric personality” (1977: 17). One can argue, the description of
geographies of sexuality by Browne et al. (2007) indicates this distinction: on the one hand, public or
shared places are sexualized by norms and this regulates behavior. On the other hand, sexuality
structures space in general, thus making rules about sexual behavior in space in general, regardless the
place. This approach of space vs. place shows the specificity of places and the fact places are more than
just a geographical location.
Important to understand is that these geographies are not static, there are multiple, varying
determining factors that constitute them. One of the main divisions in these geographies has been
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found in the differences between daytime and nighttime. Furthermore, the company and the occasion
gay men are part of are important factors influencing their state of mind, behavior and appearance. The
influence of these factors will be displayed more clearly in the next sections, using the data collected
during fieldwork. First, the safe places, as identified and observed during fieldwork, will be mapped out.
Then, based on these places and the data collected about them, the effect of geographies of sexuality
on the body, and the ways to use to body to affect geographies of sexuality, will be analyzed.

Mapping (un)safe places
During fieldwork in Vitória and surroundings, some safe – and unsafe – places clearly stood out. In
principle, in every setting, certain rules apply to whether or not people are able to express their sexuality
and affection to another person. Here, the geographies of sexuality as experienced by research
participants will be qualified between the categories of safe or unsafe places. These are places and
settings that stood out as the most or least safe and comfortable and they vary according to the specific
circumstances (time, occasion, company, etc.) and to the person experiencing them. The extent to
which a setting does or does not feel safe and comfortable affects the expression of one’s sexuality and
gender identity, and this level of expression, in turn, affects the geographies of sexuality. This will be
discussed later on in this chapter.

Safe Places
The safe places most mentioned during interviews were gay or gay-friendly bars and clubs and the
campus of the Federal University of Vitória (UFES). The gay(-friendly) clubs and bars are mainly located
in the neighborhood Jardím da Penha in Vitória, which is adjacent to UFES. In the following map – which
was also displayed in “Research Approach & Methods” – the clubs, bars and UFES are located. In this
map, the two most mentioned unsafe spaces – Beb’s Bar and Triangûlo – are marked too.
In the top left corner, UFES can be found. The bars and clubs are highlighted: Bolt, Fluente and Stone
Pub are the clubs and Rua da Lama is a street with multiple bars. In Rua da Lama, there is a difference
between bars and the crowd they attract. One of these bars – Abertura – is a sports bar and has been
identified as a place where some research participants feel less safe or comfortable, because of a higher
concentration of heterosexual men. The rest of the bars have been identified as more gay-friendly. From
conversations with gay men who have been living in Vitória for all or most of their lives, some
background information about Rua da Lama shows it has been part of the gay scene since its origin
some decades ago. Rua da Lama means “Mud Street” (because it used to be a muddy street, before the
road was paved) and is where one of the first gay bars in Vitória was located. It was, and still is, a place
where students from UFES gathered. Today, this is still a place where many students go and the
atmosphere is free and open-minded. Back in de the day, it used to be a place where more “alternative”
people – such as art students, musicians, and LGBT people – came together. From the stories that were
told, it was a place where everyone could be free to express themselves and challenge social norms.
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Figure 6: Research sites in Vitória

Rua da Lama is a place I often visited during fieldwork, both during the day and at night. At all times of
the day and night, gay men are found here. In the daytime, it is mainly students from UFES and people
working in Jardím da Penha who visit restaurants for lunch or coffee, and at night, the bars are open. It
is a place where people feel free to express themselves and their affection towards other people. Gay
men walk together, sometimes hand in hand. They sit together for a beer and are able to holds hands
at the table and give each other a kiss, which is not a given in the rest of Vitória, or the whole of Brazil
for that matter. It is also a place where many different types of people, with different types of
appearances come, and therefore, it is still considered a more “alternative” place. Herein, appearance
concerns physical characteristics such as clothing, hair style, make-up, etc. Often, it is the alternative to
an area called “Triangûlo das Bermudas”, or “Triangûlo” for short, which is in another neighborhood of
Vitória (Praia do Canto). The “Triangûlo” is often categorized as an unsafe place for gay men. Unsafe, in
this case, means it is a place where they feel less comfortable and hold back in their appearance and
behavior. Triangûlo is said to be the straight version of Rua da Lama. Therefore, most research
participants prefer not to go there:
“I haven’t been there [Triangûlo] in like 5 years. Since I came out and began to know
myself as a gay person, I have never been to Triangûlo or those more straight inclined
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clubs, the places with sertanejo [Brazilian country music]. This is kind of stereotypical
but it’s the reality. I only feel safe when I’m at UFES or [Rua da] Lama or Fluente or
these nightclubs basically by LGBT and for LGBT people.” – MC, 22
“Triangûlo. That’s is kind of like [Rua da] Lama, but it’s way more straight. So when
I go there I don’t feel belonged. It’s not that I’m really scared, I don’t really feel
scared. I feel scared for things, but the reason is more that I don’t feel belonged, I
feel uncomfortable. If I know it’s a straight place I just prefer not to go.” – V, 22
As for the clubs; Fluente, Bolt and Stone Pub are the three main places visited by research participants.
They are gay-friendly clubs and both gay and straight people go there. During fieldwork, these places
stood out as safe places and going there, it becomes clear why. From personal experience, the
atmosphere in these clubs feels free and accepting of people of are shapes and forms. This feeling is
noticeable in the way people behave – celebratory, if not even euphoric – and express themselves
without judgement. Straight people are welcome to attend to these clubs too, but they are in the
minority. Straight people who do not accept sexual diversity, therefore, generally do not attend these
occasions. Especially straight women like to attend to these clubs, for they feel freer to express
themselves and their sexuality without men hitting on them. This makes that, as a woman, I too felt
safer, freer and less self-conscious or judged in these clubs than I do in straight clubs.
These clubs do, however, attract a specific crowd within the gay community as well. When going there,
it stands out that there are mainly white, middle-class gay men (or lesbian women) going out there. This
is also what describes the majority of the research participants in this research. In interviews,
participants were made aware of this – if they weren’t already – and asked whether the most vulnerable
group of gay men, belonging to multiple minority groups (like a black gay man from the favelas) had
alternative safe places. Most of them did not have a clear answer to this but were sure everyone finds
a place somewhere. This indicates the safe places for these specific research participants also create an
exclusion of other people belonging to the same community, and shows the specificity and variation of
safe places.
Then, lastly, UFES was mentioned many times as a safe place. Overall, the campus is a place were
educated, young people are found. Nearly all research participants go to UFES or went there in the past,
and almost all of them have noticed a clear difference between high school and college. High school
was often experienced as an unsafe place to be gay, because there is a lot of bullying and judgement of
gay boys. Even before coming out of the closet, research respondents were called gay and bullied for it.
In college, this generally does not or rarely happen. There is one factor influencing this experience of
UFES though; the type of course research participants attend. There are, as explained in Chapter 4 of
this thesis, some stereotypes about which professions and studies are suited for gay men, and which
are not. The research participants following a more social or creative course – like English language and
literature, (virtual) design, or architecture – felt much more comfortable and “in the right place”, than
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the respondents who study something more technical – like accountancy or oceanography. The latter
did not “fit in” with their classmates that well and this caused them to stand out more. However, on the
campus in general, there is a laid-back vibe and students feel comfortable and at home.
“Yes, like studying in an art center, people are so much more open minded and the
teachers are also LGBT friendly and they accept the differences. Even in high school
you didn’t see a lot of straight people supporting gay people, here [UFES] I have a lot
of straight friends and they are totally fine with it.” – VT, 21
“I always lived close-by and I always came to UFES and saw the people here. So, I
always wanted to study at UFES because of this also. People here are different, they
are open. I think unconsciously I always wanted to study here because of this too. In
my mind, if I continued in a private University, I would have continued like in high
school.” – LC, 23

Unsafe Places
Research participants have different perceptions of and experiences with unsafe places. Some gay men
feel unsafe in the majority of the settings and others nearly never feel unsafe. Moreover, interviews
have shown that safety is interpreted in different ways by different people. Some are just concerned
about their physical wellbeing and are afraid of getting beat up for being gay, others are also mentally
strongly influenced by, for instance, homophobic looks or comments. Furthermore, a difference can be
made between the level of safety and of comfortability. The feeling of being judged and having to hold
back personal expressions can make someone feel uncomfortable, this might cause them to avoid
places that make them feel this way. This should be differentiated from the (perception of) an actual
threat of danger and of being harmed in some way. Many research participants made the same
distinction when talking about safe or unsafe places; the occurrence of having the fear of being
physically harmed was distinguished from the feeling of being uncomfortable and feeling like others are
judging. For most participants the feeling of being uncomfortable was the most common reason to avoid
certain places.
During interviews, places where many research participants felt unsafe were mainly characterized as
settings in which there is a high concentration of heterosexual men. Especially when alcohol is involved
– so, for instance, a sports bar – gay men felt less safe and comfortable. Furthermore, the people they
are accompanied by in these settings mattered significantly. When research participants would have to
walk alone in the streets at night, they would generally feel unsafe. When they would be accompanied
by other gay friends, they felt stronger and less vulnerable. Granting the latter is not necessarily specific
for gay men, since being alone in the streets at night is dangerous for many. However, this fear and
threat comes on top of the existing insecurities and fears gay men experience on a daily basis.
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An example of an unsafe place/setting are the aforementioned Triangûlo area and a specific bar called
“Beb’s”. This bar often came up during interviews and was mainly talked about in a negative way. Beb’s
is a bar where many students go, but it is described as “super straight” – which is meant in a bad way.
With “super straight” research respondents refer to a certain type of people, music and atmosphere,
usually characterized as heteronormative, close-minded or just plain boring. Most respondent never
actually visited Beb’s or nuanced their opinion about it after going there. This exemplifies the separation
of spaces and its consequences, which will be discussed later on in this chapter. Below, some quotes
about Beb’s:
X: “Would you say there are places you like to avoid?”
MI: “I can’t say many places… do you know Sertanejo [Brazilian country music]?
Places like that. Like Beb’s, Triangûlo, you know? Abertura, the bar. They usually have
people who don’t accept it. So, I know if I go there, I will hear some comments.”
– MI, 25
“I don’t go to straight parties and the last time I did it was Beb’s and it was pretty
weird. I didn’t feel any kind of violence but I also didn’t feel comfortable. (…) I was
with the friend with pink hair and other people were trying to be too polite. You don’t
have to treat us like that. I understand he’s trying, but I don’t want to get to the point
where people are treating us differently just because our appearance doesn’t fit the
place and we’re clearly gay. He’s trying to be respectful, but it’s still wrong.” – VL, 29
“For example, have you heard of Beb’s? It’s a straight place, but I’ve been there a
couple of times, and then I saw some gay guys there who weren’t trying to fit in as
straight people. I think I even saw a couple of gay guys kissing, and then people were
just like, it doesn’t matter. It’s mostly straight people there, so I got surprised that
Vitória is developing in that way.” – L, 25
Besides settings with many straight men, settings were many families come fall in the unsafe, or
uncomfortable, category. Research participants experience a hostile and judgmental attitude from
parents, mainly the ones with young children. Malls, for instance, were named as a place in which gay
men do not feel comfortable and feel like they have to hold back in their expression and cannot show
their affection to another person. This attitude of families towards gay men could stem from the
promiscuous stereotype about gay men and the fear of homosexuality being contagious. At least, this
is how it appeared to research participants, for instance from this experience of O:
“Once I was with a group of friends, we were at the shopping mall. And there was a
woman passing with her child. She closed the eyes of the child because we were
sitting down and talking, laughing.” – O, 20
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From this experience, it shows that just by being themselves, O and his friends were judged. Closing the
eyes of the child shows the mother in this story did not want her child to see and be contaminated with
homosexuality. A similar sentiment was expressed by R during an interview:
X: “Are there any places where you have to hold back or hide? Where you feel unsafe
and more conscious of yourself?”
R: “The mall. We went last weekend and we didn’t feel comfortable to walk hand in
hand. A lot of families, children.”
– R, 27
The crowd and context of the situation gay men are in, thus contributes to the geographies of sexuality,
and shows place and time involve multiple factors influencing the specific setting of the scene. Aside
from these external influences, the how one enters into such a setting matters as well. This includes the
company one is in and one’s personal attitude and appearance. The company one is in matters and
affects the feeling of security and the expression through the body. The size and composition of the
group have an impact on the atmosphere in the group and the feeling of safety and comfortability.
Research participants who have straight male friends have a significantly more positive attitude towards
straight men and “straight places” than participants who did not. Just as research participants described
straight people being afraid of the unknown, of people they do not understand, this can happen the
other way around. The participating gay men tended to develop a fear for straight people and straight
places. In this case, bad experiences with, and stories about, homophobic heterosexuals caused them
to be afraid and suspicious of straight people in general. Participants who had straight male friends too
had a more positive attitude towards straight people and were less afraid, like H:
“I go to all places, gay places and not gay places. I have hetero friends, so if they
invite me to Triangûlo or to Beb’s or other hetero places, I will go and I drink a lot
and dance and for me it’s okay.” – H, 26
Overall, the city of Vitória is, in comparison with other cities or places in the state of Espírito Santo,
considered to be a free and gay-friendly place. Even the adjacent cities, also part of the Metropolitan
Area of Greater Vitória, like Vila Velha and Serra are talked about considerably less positive:
“I’m afraid of this city. Serra is not a really good place.” – R, 27
“I mean, for example in Vila Velha, I have no places to go and have a nice time with
my friends. We can’t be ourselves there. Just in specific places we have the freedom
to be ourselves.” – MC, 22
“Vitória is like a gay city. A part of the population I think is gay and we can walk with
no problem here. At night, in more dangerous neighborhoods it’s more difficult, but
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here [Jardim da Penha] we don’t have a problem to walk at night or whatever, it’s
okay.” – J, 18
This more negative attitude also counts for the countryside and some other states or cities. Generally,
the countryside is perceived as holding more conservative thought than the urban places. besides, in a
smaller town, there is a lower number of homosexuals, and therefore, there are less role models to
follow and people to identify with. This has also been experienced like this by research participants.
“… we didn’t have examples of gay people who would stand out for good reasons,
like even for being a good professional or even for being a really good person. All the
examples of gay people we had was like, the gay guy that goes to the parties and
does shit, the gay guy that doesn’t do anything but gossip about life, that’s the kind
examples of gay people we had growing up in a small city.” – A, 24

Expression in Geographies
The geography of sexuality you are in can affect your appearance and behavior to different degrees –
depending on your sexual orientation, personality and self-assuredness. The ability to express your
personality and to show affection to another person varies according to different factors and the social
rules in place. For sexual minorities, it is generally harder to express oneself and therefore, the creation
of safe places gains all the more importance. As multiple research participants argued, the atmosphere
in these safe places is even more free and people there tend to compensate for having to hide
themselves in their daily lives:
“We spend the whole day being what society expects us to be. But when we are going
out to a club or a bar where LGBT people are welcome, I think we tend to celebrate,
celebrate life, because it’s very difficult on a daily basis to be what we are, who we
are. So, when we get a chance to be us, in a safe space, in a safe surrounding and
feel comfortable, we just celebrate, we yell, we sing, we dance, we drink.” – MC, 22
“For us, it’s not just a club, it’s where you can be yourself. It’s where you can be free,
you can dance however you want.” – D, 20
“[In the gay-friendly places] You don’t have to be in character, basically. What
happens a lot in straight places, it’s not only trying to fit in as a straight person, even
straight people in straight places have to have some kind of character, they have to
play like they’re very secure or very manly.” – L, 25
This sentiment of compensating and celebrating being able to express themselves in safe places is
important because it is what sets them apart from other geographies of sexuality where the restrictions
for gay men are higher. Since most safe places are located in the nightlife, one could argue nightlife is a
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setting for anyone, straight or gay, to express themselves and their sexuality more through appearance
and behavior. However, the difference lies in the value added to these places by the research
participants. Safe places for gay men in this research are valued and treasured since they contrast more
with unsafe places. Straight people might express themselves more and feel freer in nightlife as well,
but for them nightlife is not the only place where they can feel free and comfortable. From observations
during fieldwork this extensive expression of gay men in safe places was noticeable. During the day, in
public places, they often blended in more with the rest of society, which generally did not happen by
choice but by necessity. This means that in daily life, many research participants felt like they had to
hold back and act different from how they really are. In nightlife and in specific settings, many research
participants came out of their shell. This is, however, dependent on the particular person. Some
participants are indifferent about what others think of them and try to never hold back, although to
some extent they have to, in order not to get hurt. This ever-present threat of homophobic violence has
an influence, to different extends, on gay men in Brazil. Some participants have a more conscious fear
of what others think or say about them and the risks of homophobia, and are therefore differently
affected by different geographies of sexuality. This makes it hard to analyze what research participants
consider to be unsafe places; their personality and the specific setting need to be counted in. For safe
places, more specific places and settings stood out. From this, it can be argued that the point does not
lie with the particular geography of sexuality in itself anymore, but with the different ways in which
people navigate and interpret this geography.
One place that has proven to be rather ambiguous, is the home. The home is usually seen as a place to
feel completely comfortable and safe (Kirby & Hay, 1997). A place where you can truly be yourself. Or
at least, it should be. For research participants, this was not always the case. When their families did
not accept their sexuality or gender identity, the home could feel like a prison, depending on whether
participants still lived in their parental home.
“And sometimes I feel like trash. I feel ashamed of my sexual orientation. But there
is nothing wrong with me, and I wish people could see this. I’m not doing anything
wrong to anyone. Sometimes in my home. My mom says she accepts me, but I hear
her say lot of times that homophobia doesn’t exist. That we gays like to victimize
ourselves. We like to see ourselves as the victims. But mom, come on, every day there
are gays and lesbians beaten up in our country” – MS, 22
Some experiences with an unaccepting family clearly show this. The one that stands out most is the
experience of M, as discussed in Chapter 3, who was kicked out of his home at 16 when his parents
found out he is gay. Likewise, V has experienced a lot of pressure and rejection in his home. He lives
with this mother and she has been a strict and controlling parent for all V’s life. Nevertheless, they just
lived with the two of them for all his life and they were very close. Then, when he was still in High School,
she found out he was flirting with another boy. To limit the damage, V told her he was bisexual, but to
no avail. For years, V and his mother fought a lot and she threatened to kick him out of the house at
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every turn. Now, years later, they live in peace again and she found a way to accept him. For V is it still
hard to fully trust this acceptance and to fully express himself at home, for the years of hostility have
left their scars.
As thoroughly discussed in Chapter 4, a big part of homophobia and judgement of expressions and
appearance is based more on gender than on sexuality. The “feminine” appearance and behavior gay
men can adopt – combined with their homoerotic desires – seem to be the main issue for homophobes.
In many cases, purely the sexual orientation is not the biggest issue; being confronted with it in the
shape of “femininity” is. There is, thus, a distinction between “being gay” and “acting gay”. When a gay
man does not “act gay” and his appearance and body language is according to the heterosexual norms,
homophobes have the possibility to ignore his sexual orientation and act as if it does not exist. When a
gay man “acts gay” and thus does not comply to the heterosexual norms about the body, it is much
harder to ignore his sexual orientation and his deviation from the heterosexual norm. What this “acting
gay” means in practice is that gay men show an inconsistency with the traditional interpretation of
masculinity and showing off manhood. Hereby, they demonstrate what are considered to be “feminine”
characteristics in their appearance and body language. Below, a discussion of how this appears in the
gay male body will follow.

“Acting gay”
There are several aspects of gay men’s behavior and appearance that stood out as forms of expressing
their sexuality through their body. There are different ways of expressing oneself through the body; be
it through body language, clothing, hairstyle, make-up or speech. These different ways of expression
will be discussed and related to settings where they do or do not appear. Starting with body language.
The most notable characteristics of the gay body language lie in the movement of their hands and their
walk. Now, again, it depends on the specific person how much he shows his sexuality or demonstrates
“feminine” behavior. Some gay men do not necessarily have a body language that shows off their
sexuality, with others their sexuality is quite easily noticeable from their body appearance and body
language. Mainly in safe places, research participants showed their sexuality through body language; in
expressively using their hands while talking, in moving their hips when walking, in the way they dance
in a “feminine” way at gay(-friendly) parties. In less safe places, these characteristics in body language
were often toned down a notch. Some aspects of body language are too intrinsic and happen on a
subconscious level, making them hard to hide. It has shown, however, that the experiences research
participants have been through and their personal level of self-consciousness and confidence connect
to their body language in public or shared places. The participants who were very scared and insecure
about themselves were much more conscious of their bodies at all times, which showed in their
behavior. On an additional note, It is not just heterosexuals who associate “feminine” behavior and
looks among men with homosexuality. Gay men themselves also make this same reasoning. They too
suspect men who act rather “feminine” or just not that “manly” from being gay, even if they say they
are straight. For example, when my brother came to visit me over the holidays. He was suspected of
being gay by many research participants, just because he likes fashion and pays attention to his looks.
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These stereotypical perspectives on “acting gay” thus are related to dominant gender roles and too
prevail among research participants themselves.
Besides elaborately making use of their hands whilst talking and walking in a more “feminine” way, their
speech and laughter can express their sexuality. What was often observed was that gay men tend to
talk in a high-pitched voice, specifically when they are excited about something or when they are
shocked or scared. For instance, one of my research participants and friends M, who would only have a
few settings and events in which him being gay would really be noticeable from his behavior and body
language: when was startled or scared by something and when listening to specific songs (mainly
showtunes or soul songs). In the former case, he would talk or yell in a high-pitched voice. In the latter
case, he would start to sing along in a high-pitched voice and use his hands and body language, waving
his finger around, to express the dramatic or sassy sense of the song. Another research participant, P,
definitely was not trying to hide his sexuality at any time and is very expressive in his body language and
speech. He would speak and laugh loudly and in high tone wherever he was whenever he was there. In
the interview with him, he confirmed his expressiveness and his attempt to be himself as much as
possible, in order to confront people and create visibility.
Another clear way of expressing one’s personality, taste and sexuality is through appearance; clothing,
hair style, make-up, accessories. Especially in nightlife, research participants would express themselves
extensively through their appearance. During daytime this happened as well, but took much more guts
and courage. Expression through one’s style in clothing is very common for people with any sexual
orientation. For gay men in Vitória, what showed from observations, was that their style in clothing is
just as diverse as it is among heterosexual people. However, they do often seem to express themselves
more elaborately through at least one aspect of their appearance, be it clothing, tattoos, hair style,
piercings, make-up, etc. Noteworthy is that the majority of the research participants did not feel like
they used their appearance or behavior as ways to express their sexuality in particular. Moreover, they
did not feel like they stood out or brought across a message with their bodies. From an outsider’s
perspective, however, this came across in a different way. For instance, PD, who did not qualify himself
as an afeminado or as someone who clearly stood out as “gay” or “feminine”. However, from my point
of view, he definitely came across as behaving and looking quite “feminine” and as brave for expressing
himself like that. He had a little longer hair than most guys, and his hair was painted “ashblond”.
Furthermore, his clothing was fashionable, “out there” and quite effeminate when compared to other
research participants. His body language also clearly showed a deviation from the traditional
interpretations of masculinity. This all showed in daytime when we would meet to talk and for the
interview. At nighttime, his appearance was even more expressive with make-up and glitters on his
clothes and face. His comfortability with his sexuality and his appearance was partly due to the support
he has had from his friends and family. This has made him at peace with himself and gave him more
self-assurance.
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Gay men can, thus, express themselves through their bodies to different degrees, and their intentions
and interpretations of themselves may not always match the way it comes across to another person. In
another light, the gay male body can be affected by its surroundings. First and foremost, this shows in
the previously discussed differences between daily life and nightlife. Furthermore, the specific setting
might cause gay men to somewhat hold back in their body language, including speech and laughter. In
safe places, they would dance, laugh, yell, kiss, hug and move freely and in their own way. In unsafe
places, these characteristics would often be nuanced, toned down, or disappeared entirely. What was
striking in the latter case, was that some gay men would start to act much more “masculine”. An
example of this is my good friend D. In private and safe places, he is very expressive and is feminine in
his body language and appearance. He claims to be the same way in every place, to not care about the
judgements anymore. However, during the day in public places he very clearly behaves differently. He
dresses much more basic and walks and moves more masculine when compared to his safe places. This
shows the observable difference in intention of gay men themselves and what actually happens and
how it comes across to outsiders.
In the next section, another way of expressing one’s sexuality, perhaps more explicitly and consciously,
is discussed, namely showing affection to another person.

Showing Affection
There is one form of expressing oneself that is purely based on sexuality: showing affection to another
person. Showing sexual or romantic desires for another person is solely based on sexuality. Feeling safe
and comfortable in a place does not necessarily mean it is also safe to show your affection. Gay couples
are usually extra aware and restrained in showing their affection; they cannot act just based on their
own preferences, like straight people do. For a heterosexual couple, showing affection in public places
has its restrictions too: what is and is not socially acceptable? However, for gay couples, these
guidelines, or “rules”, are definitely more restrictive. Even holding hands or giving a kiss on the cheek is
unaccepted in most places. The action itself, like giving each other a kiss, is not the point in this; it is
about between who the kiss takes place and what kind of meaning is attached to it. The gender of the
people kissing each other determines their sexuality. Besides, masculinity plays a role too, since physical
contact between women is much more socially accepted. When two women hold hands or give each
other a kiss, this does not necessarily mean people will think they are gay.
All research participants stated the social rules for showing affection in public places are different for
gay couples than they are for straight couples. This is something gay couples are constantly aware of
and have to take into consideration with what they do, with exception of their true safe places, which
are quite rare.
“Like, sometimes, you are in a restaurant, having dinner with your boyfriend. And
you hold hands, just hold hands and are really close to each other. Maybe nobody
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says anything to you. But, sometimes when you get out of the restaurant something
can happen to you. Something really bad can happen to you.” – O, 20
“Even though I am this way, we [he and his boyfriend] have the consciousness that
we can’t kiss anywhere. We have to hold back, we can’t hold hands when we walk in
a mall or things like that. They can think we are a couple, but they don’t have to know
we are, because if they know it could be a big thing.” – PD, 18
“I kiss a lot in public places, I don’t have a problem with that. But we have to be
secure and I analyze everything that’s happening before I do this. Because I don’t
want my way to love to hurt people.” – P, 36
A last place where people seem to feel free to express themselves, their gender identity and their
sexuality, is on social media. This virtual place generally is a place where people feel safe, without direct,
real life confrontation. This elimination of real-life confrontation also eliminates certain risks of physical
pain, at least for that specific moment. From different social media platforms, like Facebook or
Instagram, it shows that this is experienced by many people as a safe place.
“Yeah, social media is like our Bible. We use memes for everything. We have
Facebook groups like “Lana del Rey vevo” which is basically 90% LGBT and the other
10% straight people who are nice people. And basically, it’s like a safe space in the
internet for us.” – MC, 22
However, although social media can be seen as a valuable asset for the gay community, in this research
the specific focus was not on these virtual geographies. Therefore, I will not further elaborate on this.

Strategies and Resistance
As argued in the conceptual framework, geographies of sexuality can be either maintained or challenged
using expressions through the body (Browne et al., 2007). When the aim is to provoke and to stretch
social rules about sexuality, thereby challenging the geographies of sexuality, creating more visibility
can be a strategy. This can be realized in different ways, for instance by organizing events, by joining
activist groups or simply by ignoring social rules withholding you from expressing yourself to the fullest.
If a gay man kisses his boyfriend in a place where this normally does not happen regularly, like in a mall,
this can create more visibility of the gay community. This is then, an act of resistance; resistance against
the current course of events. When creating visibility is done consciously, with the goal of making a
change, this can be considered a strategy of gay men to deal with homophobia and geographies of
sexuality. The thought behind this strategy is that people fear the unknown. Research participants have
argued a mutual understanding between straight and gay people should be established in order for
homophobia to diminish. By showing oneself more as a gay man, and by not trying to hide, other people
in society are confronted more and become more aware that they are in contact with a homosexual
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man. For gay men, this does take courage, for they do not know how people around them are going to
react.
A clear example of how this is done, is through events that aim to create more awareness and visibility
for sexual minorities; like the “Gay Pride Parade”, or “Gay Pride”. The Gay Pride is an annual event that
is organized in different cities and countries all over the world, with the biggest and most visited one in
São Paulo, Brazil. In Vitória, there is a Gay Pride as well, but according to research participants it is not
a very well visited, big event. In interviews, a lot of ambiguity about the Gay Pride has come up. On the
one hand, research participants fully support this initiative of showing and celebrating sexual diversity.
On the other hand, many of them recognize that this event can send a distorted message to the rest of
society. During the Gay Pride, the aim is to both create awareness and visibility and to celebrate sexual
minorities as part of society. In a country such as Brazil, however, this message does not always come
across as it was meant. As many research participants argued, the media tend to zoom in on provocative
or shocking bits and pieces of the Gay Pride, and only show these parts to the public. An example of this
is the case of Viviany Beledoni who stood on top of a cart like Jesus on the cross in the Gay Pride of São
Paulo in 2015 (Sirqueira, 2015), as shown in Chapter 3. Research participants have shown a similar
critical view on events like the Gay Pride:
“There are gay people there really fighting for it, showing themselves. But it’s also
the gay group that is just fun. If your grandmother saw a Gay Parade on TV and they
film two people having sex on the street, it’s even worse for your grandmother to
accept it. Those kinds of people are bad for the whole thing.” – D, 20
“So, when there is this big parade with all the people together and we are all fighting
for rights, but there is one couple somewhere in a corner having sex in public, the
media will only show this. Everybody in Brazil will think this kind of thing will only
happen in Gay Parades. And it’s again the stereotype. I think it’s important for people
to go to the streets and public places to show ourselves.” – MS, 22
“The parades, the Gay Parades, shouldn’t be like they are today, it’s just another
Carnaval. It is a business now, because we have a lot of events and the people are
just there to get drugs, to kiss each other, to have sex in public places. I don’t agree
with that. I agree that we have to push it, but it’s with dialogue.” – P, 36
In the last quote, P argues provoking is not the way to go, but dialogue is. This is another strategy of
battling homophobia that has come up numerous times in interviews. The lack of contact between
people with different sexual orientations and the separation of spaces based on sexuality is
problematized in this strategy and in the next section, this will be elaborated upon.
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First, another event yielding visibility for sexual diversity, besides the Gay Pride, will be discussed here,
namely: Carnaval. Every year in February, Brazil goes crazy. The whole country is paused for three days
and the streets are filled with parades and parties. Prior to the actual Carnaval, there are parades in
which the different samba schools of the Greater Vitória Area compete for the best performance. For
this parade, every samba school has their own song, carts and many people dancing. Furthermore, for
every samba school certain titles are appointed, like Queen, Princess, Prince, and, surprisingly, Gay
Queen. This means, that in the parades during Carnaval, there is a spotlight reserved for every Gay
Queen of every samba school. To me, this was a quite striking discovery, since Carnaval is something
celebrated by more of less every Brazilian, not just the LGBT community (like with the Gay Pride). The
Gay Queen puts a lot of money and effort into a dazzling, sparkling, glamorous outfit – just like everyone
else who is in the parade. Moreover, what stood out during Carnaval, was the overall acceptance of
everyone, no matter what they do or look like. Lots of straight men dress up like women to parties and
just for these three days, it is like there is no judgement or homophobia at all. A possible explanation
for this behavior is the emphasis of Carnaval on it being just for fun, and that there is therefore
absolutely no chance these straight men will be mistaken for homosexuals because of it. Nonetheless,
the odd thing is that outside of Carnaval, the situation is completely different. This does not just count
for the rest of the days in the year; even at night, when the parades and parties in the streets are over,
and people go home by bus or by foot, it is much more dangerous. Especially since people are dressed
up extravagantly, so gay men often wear a lot of glitter in their clothing and make-up. Besides, more or
less everyone has been drinking alcohol, making them looser and more tempered.

Separation of spaces
The strong separation of spaces, especially during nightlife, that has been become clear in this research
can be both treasured and problematized. On the one hand, it is valuable and important that everyone
has places where they can truly be comfortable and are surrounded by likeminded people. On the other
hand, in this way, the different groups do not mix and get to know each other, which could possibly
improve their attitudes towards each other. In this way, geographies of sexuality are reproduced and
maintained. This is in line with what Kirby & Hay (1997) state, as discussed in the Conceptual Framework
of this thesis, about the heterosexualization of space. They argue that the actions of gay men, adapting
to heterosexual standards in straight space, and the specific distinction of “queer space” may actually
contribute to a continuous heterosexualization of space. This indicates that the separation of spaces,
and the adherence to social rules within these spaces, maintains the geographies of sexuality.
As P stated in the quote above, dialogue, or just contact between hetero- and homosexuals can be a
key solution in diminishing the hostility between them. More research participants agree to this, but
also see problems with creating dialogue:
“As long as we don’t talk, as we don’t know each other, we’re not going to be at
peace. It’s sad to say this, but it’s reality. I mean, I developed a kind of hate for
straight men, because they were so straight. But when I got here [UFES], I met my
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friend A, he’s straight. He’s a straight, black dude, and he’s the most loving person
ever.” – MC, 22
“It’s like both sides don’t have much patience. Even gay people say “I’m not going to
this place, because there are just straight people”. It happens the opposite way as
well. So, that’s one thing as well what I say about generalizing things, even for gay
people, because I don’t mind going to a place even though it’s straight or not. I’m
not used to going to places because they’re gay anymore, because it’s not because
of the people that go there, it’s not because of the people being gay, but I just don’t
like going there.” – A, 24
This shows the problem with the separation of spaces and the possible potential when this separation
is nuanced. As shows from participants’ experiences in a place like the mall, being in a place that is
dominated by heterosexuals and traditional families can provoke homophobic attitudes. In a place like
that, being gay and expressing your sexuality and affection to another person may be confrontational.
However, it is my opinion that these situations are imperative in order to bring about change. Some
research participants have a similar impression that sometimes things have to get worse before they
start to get better; in this view, confrontation is imperative to change.

Conclusion
This last empirical chapter has looked into the use of the body and its interaction with its surroundings,
with the setting it is in; on geographies of sexuality. The sub-question debated in this chapter is: What
influences do time and space have on the body appearance and embodied practices? The ways in which
the body reacts to the specific setting it is in, and thereby shapes or maintains geographies of sexuality,
have been discussed. Furthermore, the possibilities of the body to stretch the dominant norms in these
geographies of sexuality have been analyzed. By using the visibility of the body and its ability to provoke
and challenge norms, geographies of sexuality can change. This showing visibility is, however, opposed
by the rather strict separation of spaces, which maintains existing geographies of sexuality. Moreover,
as discussed in this chapter, geographies of sexuality can be experienced in different ways by different
people. One’s personality and the perception of danger or safety influences how one navigates
geographies of sexuality. To a certain extent, someone’s own fears impose restrictions of expressing
sexuality and affection to another person. Hereby, it seems that the gay male body reacts to both the
social rules imposed by a certain geography of sexuality, and to its own interpretations of danger and
its own fears. The current situation for gay men in Brazil, together with Brazil’s history of political and
social instability, have raised a sense of hopelessness among many research participants. This has
caused them to see no other way than to hope to be able to move out of the country someday, to a
better place for them.
To come back to the sub-question for this chapter, answering this question is complicated, for we have
seen how dependent these influences are on more factors than just time and space. There is more to
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the constitution of geographies of sexuality than these two dimensions. Some general geographies can
be distinguished though, dictating some general rules. For instance, the fact that it is generally known
by gay men that there are risks tied to their sexuality and showing it off, and that it is commonly not
accepted to show affection to another person in a public place. Time and place have proven to be
important factors for the identification of either safe or unsafe places. However, the specific level of
safety as interpreted by participants depends on a range of factors: the atmosphere, the crowd present
in the scene, the company one is with and one’s personality all influence the constitution of a specific
geography of sexuality, the social rules this entails, and the ways this influences gay men’s behavior and
appearance. This is what complicates the relationship between the body and geographies of sexuality.
Browne et al. (2007) have indicated this complexity of geographies of sexuality in the twofold definition
of these geographies; the everyday experiences and places people attend and the broader sexualization
of space on a national or international level. This distinction connects to what has been found during
this research; the particularities of a specific settings and the associated rules for sexual behavior
combined with the general known guidelines for behavior in public or shared spaces.
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Discussion & Conclusions
In this thesis, the literature review and data collected during fieldwork have been used to answer the
three sub-questions. In the main research question, these different parts come together: What insights
do we gain on the experience and expression of sexuality among gay men in Vitória, Brazil, by studying
geography of sexuality in relation to embodied practices? This question, and the outcomes answering it,
will be discussed in this last part of this thesis. Furthermore, the limitations of this research, relevance
for research and policy-writing on this topic, and some interesting future directions for research are
discussed.
This thesis has aimed at exploring the different ways in which the body, its appearance, body language
and embodied practices can create, maintain or challenge geographies of sexuality. Herein, the bodily
expressions of sexuality and gender identity have been investigated as gay men navigate through
different settings and spaces. Geographies of sexuality are certain spaces, places and settings to which
particular social rules and norms about sexual behavior are connected. By inquiring and analyzing the
experiences of research participants and their views and interpretations of the situation, the problem
of homophobia and hate crimes in Brazil has been investigated. By focusing on a specific group of
research participants in Vitória, Brazil, this research was feasible within the available timeframe.
Different places and settings were explored and hereby, further knowledge on geographies of sexuality
and their operation was acquired. In this thesis, all findings, both from literature studies and
ethnographic fieldwork have been reviewed.
The three empirical chapters in this thesis have addressed the three sub-questions as formulated in the
chapter on Research Approach & Methods. These sub-questions, in turn, contribute to answering the
main research question. Chapter 3 has discussed homophobia and heteronormativity in Brazil and the
ways in which research participants have experienced and dealt with these in their lives. This chapter
answers the first sub-question: (1) To what extent, and how, do gay men in Vitória experience
homophobia and heteronormativity? Regarding the first question, this inconsistency of the legal
situation for the LGBT community and their experiences in real life were, in fact, undermined. The
efforts from the government to battle homophobia are viewed more as an attempt to keep up the
façade of being a progressive country, than a genuine effort to improve the situation for the LGBT
community. This opinion shows the distrust in the Brazilian government and authority. Moreover,
keeping up this façade negatively influences gay men’s position in society for their reality is obscured.
In this first empirical chapter this reality is shown by sharing the daily judgements and confrontations
gay men in Vitória face. Besides, the reasons behind the high level of homophobia in Brazil, according
to the research participants, were laid out. The factors influencing and (re)producing the position of gay
men in society, as experienced by gay men themselves, were discussed. As research participants see it,
homophobia is mainly caused and maintained by religion, machismo culture, lack of information, low
quality of education and impunity of hate crimes motivated by sexuality. In these factors also lie
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solutions, particularly in providing more information, improving education and instituting the
punishment of hate crimes. The remaining two issues – religion and machismo culture – are much
harder to change and will most probably take generations to adapt.
In Chapter 4, the connections between gender and sexuality and how this is embedded in, and
expressed through, the body are analyzed. Herein, some societal phenomena influencing the expression
of gender and sexuality – like the machismo culture and homophobia – are discussed as well. As appears
from this chapter, dominant gender roles are the main drivers behind homophobia, and homophobic
attitudes are, therefore, not merely based on sexuality. Heteronormativity is for a large part based on
gender as well; it follows the norm that a couple should exist of a man and a woman and entails
particular views of the specific roles for men and women. A homosexual couple disobeys these
dominant gender roles since it is composed by two men or two women. Moreover, gay men are said to
show “feminine” behavior and looks, which is rejected in the traditional conception of masculinity. Since
machismo culture has a strong presence in Brazil, this rejection of the “feminine”, and hence the
rejection of homosexuality, is one of the factors underlying homophobia. This chapter furthermore
addressed the stereotypes about gay men and what influences these have on their lives and their
freedom to express themselves. The experiences of research participants show the strong influence of
gay stereotypes on the ways they use their appearance and body language to express their personality
and sexuality.
Finally, in the third and last empirical chapter, Chapter 5 of this thesis, the effects of the specific setting
one is in – the place, time, crowd, company and occasion – have been analyzed. The differences in body
language, behavior and practices (like showing affection to another person) in different settings and the
associated feeling of safety and comfort have been examined. Various strategies of making use of the
body to challenge or maintain geographies of sexuality were considered, the main ones being; provoking
through making one’s gender identity and sexuality clearly visible in body language and appearance;
blending in more and thereby making clear homosexuality is just as normal as heterosexuality; and
creating more contact and dialogue between people from different sexualities. Geographies of sexuality
have been found to be much more fluid, hybrid and shifting, depending on many factors, than expected
beforehand. As Browne et al. (2007) argued, geographies of sexuality are constructed in two different
ways; through everyday experiences and places; and through a broader sexualization of space. These
two ways of creating and modifying geographies of sexuality have been found in this research: the
specific setting is influential for the specific rules for behavior right then and there. However, there is
always a set of general rules for sexual behavior in public or shared spaces. This shows that geographies
of sexuality are shaped and maintained from different directions: through everyday activities that either
abide to, or challenge existing rules, and through a broader, general conception of what is and what is
not acceptable sexual behavior in public or shared spaces. Even though geographies and how they are
perceived by gay men differ for every person and every specific situation, there is a general separation
of “gay” (or “gay-friendly”) and “straight” places noticeable. This separation is particularly apparent in
nightlife and clearly contributes to the maintenance of existing geographies of sexuality.
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Together, these chapters have brought me to the general findings and conclusions of this thesis. It has
been shown that gender roles, heteronormativity and machismo are the main societal aspects
underlying the situation for gay men in Vitória. Homophobia originates in the dominant norms steering
these aspects. It is the rejection of the “other”, the “feminine”, the “homoerotic”. It is the fear of
whatever is different. Going back to the main research question, I looked into the ways these aspects –
gender roles, heteronormativity, machismo, homophobia – play out in real life; in the interaction
between the body and geographies of sexuality. The body is a social phenomenon in a sense that the
meanings attributed to it are constructed by society. Geographies of sexuality are basically social
settings dictating rules for sexual behavior. The interaction between them is, thus, also very situational;
it depends on the specific setting in that specific time and place, and it depends on the person living
that situation. However, these particularities of the situation are less relevant in the bigger picture, in
which general rules, norms and values have been formed about gender, about sexuality and about
expressing these through the body in public or shared places. These general rules are, as Browne et al.
(2007) already put it, dominant on a national or international level. To have an effect on these “rules”,
and to change people’s mindsets, the everyday situations are, however, more than relevant; these are
the crucial moments. If no one ever does anything to make a change, change will not magically happen
by itself. This is, therefore, why the everyday situations research participants have described, and the
strategies they apply in these situations, are significant. This is also why this research and the methods
applied in this research are essential. Sexual diversity is undeniably part of the human race and still in
the 21st century, only heterosexuality is universally accepted.
The ways to change the current situation have been discussed and observed during fieldwork. Different
strategies, as lined up above, were defined. Nonetheless, in my opinion, there are some fundamental
issues in Brazil that are in great need of improvement before any big changes in the situation of gay
men are possible. First of all, the state the government is in, is far from ideal. This fall, presidential
elections are coming and the prospects are not very positive. Furthermore, the strong influence of
religion in society and its growing presence in the government may not work in gay men’s (and LGBTs’)
favor, since the conservative thought of the Protestant churches do not approve of non-heterosexuality.
Lastly, specifically for gay men, the machismo culture in Brazil has a restrictive influence on the
expressions of gender identity and sexuality for all men, both homo- and heterosexual. When dominant
ideas and norms about gender identity would start to loosen up, and the traditional perception of
masculinity would be undermined, the position of gay men in Brazil could greatly benefit from this.
Coming to a conclusion on the specific approach in this thesis, the everyday situations and the
interaction between the body and geographies of sexuality are central. This interaction, meaning a
mutual influence on one another, is undeniably present. The specificities of the influences they have on
each other is, however, highly situational and personal. It is, therefore, up to every individual to assess
their own strategies of dealing with the situation they live in, and to determine the attitude they want
to assume and the risks they are or are not willing to take to make a change. Besides homosexuals
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addressing their contradictive and disadvantageous situation themselves, a big responsibility also lies
with the rest of society and, especially, people with an influential, representative position in society.
Mainly politicians, media personalities and religious leaders have a powerful position and are able to
influence people’s minds and to open up discussions and conversations between people with different
beliefs or opinions.

Limitations & Further research
This research has a limited scope and impact for there was a limited timeframe available to conduct it.
The focus was on a specific, quite homogenous group of research participants to whom access was
feasible in this span of time. However, a more vulnerable group, which was harder for me to reach,
might have shown different experiences and outcomes in the same research. This group is more
vulnerable for they struggle with more than one characteristic that may work against them in life. For
instance, gay men from favelas or from indigenous or African descent. Because of the strong presence
of structural poverty and inequality in the Brazilian society, these characteristics can be very influential
on the life experiences of these gay men. In the interview with Deborah Sabará, the importance of
attention into the situation of these gay men appeared more clearly. In a longer and more extensive
future research, this could be an interesting and significant approach, also as an addition to the research
I have conducted.
Another limitation in this research is the restriction to homosexual men and not the LGBT( and Queer,
Intersex and Asexual) community as a whole. For instance, homosexual women have been neglected in
research compared to homosexual men. The situation for lesbians is in some ways more complex since
they face other ways of discrimination and their sexuality is more of a taboo. Besides, lesbians are often
fetishized and their sexuality is therefore not taken seriously. However, for this research the focus was
on homosexual men because of a broader supply of former research and literature and more access to
research participants. Besides homosexual women, there are many other sexual orientations that have
been relatively neglected in literature. Next to homosexual men, the most homophobic violence occurs
against men-to-women transgenders. Their challenges might be even bigger since they officially change
their gender, their sex, and for this end often undergo multiple surgeries. This makes that their
expressions through their bodies and their appearances, and their personal perceptions and
understanding of the body and its gender and sexuality, are even more complicated.
Another issue that has struck me during this research, is the neglect of acknowledging homophobia
among women. Most of the research focuses on how men can be homophobic towards homosexual
men and men-to-women transgenders because of their sense of masculinity. Women can, however, be
homophobic as well, and the motives for this are underrepresented in literature for as far as I have
found during literature studies. When looking particularly at homophobia in the form of hate crimes,
this is mostly male action. Expanding the involvement of women in research about homophobia
becomes more relevant when looking at homophobia as a structural issue. In my research, it did show
women can be homophobic and especially research participants’ mothers stood out as an example of
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this. One would expect, from a masculinity, machismo approach, that the fathers of gay men would give
the most resistance. This was, to my surprise, not the case: in most cases, it was the mother who was
the most rejective towards her gay son. This may stem from the traditional family structure and gender
roles in which the mother is most responsible for the upbringing of her children and the desire of
mothers to one day become a grandmother. However, these are merely theories and should be
researched more thoroughly.
In further research, an interesting approach to geographies of sexuality might also lie in social media as
a virtual geography. I follow many of my research participants on various social media and it is striking
how freely they express themselves through these platforms. The power these platforms have and the
possibilities they give to the gay community (and LGBT community) are significant. However, there is a
flipside to the use of social media, for problems like cyber bullying and catfishing (creating a fake account
to fool another person) are growing. Since the focus of this thesis and the preliminary literature study
did not focus on the existence and operation of these virtual geographies of sexuality, no further analysis
and conclusions have been made about this phenomenon. Nonetheless, it does strike me as a highly
interesting angle of approach for further research.
As for the value of this current research in future research, there are two main ways of applying the
data and outcomes later on. First of all, the fundamental societal factors influencing gay men and their
possibilities and freedom to express their sexuality and gender identity have been identified. These
factors are the underlying drivers of homophobia and hate crimes in Brazil and more attention for them
is necessary in both research and policy. These factors include the machismo culture, driven by
traditional perceptions of masculinity, and heteronormativity, driven by dominant gender roles.
Furthermore, the reasons behind homophobia in society that have been identified include religion
(according to research participants particularly the Evangelical Church), culture (machismo and
conservatism), lack of information, low quality of education and impunity of hate crimes. In these issues,
also lie possibilities for improvement of the overall situation for gay men in the Brazilian society. Possible
points of improvement are, for instance, a decrease in the influence of Evangelicals in the government
and more representation of the LGBT community in both politics and media. Hereby, more information
and visibility are created for the LGBT community. Another point for improvement is the clear
disapproval of discrimination and violence motivated by sexuality and the explicit punishment of hate
crimes, which sends a message to the population that homophobia is a punishable act.
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Appendix: Topic List Interviews
General:

-

Name

-

Age

-

Occupation

-

Place of origin

-

Religion

-

Relationship status

-

Living situation

-

Family situation (relationship with parents, siblings)

-

School

-

Coming out of the closet

Brazil:

-

Faith and trust in the government

-

Faith in Brazilian population

-

Biggest problems in Brazilian society

-

Why so much homophobia in Brazil?

-

LGBT rights same in practice as on paper?

-

Role of the government

-

Religion ® mixing religion and politics

Homophobia:

-

Personal experiences

-

Scared of homophobia?

-

How to deal with homophobia?

-

How to battle homophobia?

Sexuality:

-

Everyday life: disadvantages? Inequality?

-

Goals in life?

-

Would you do anything different without discrimination?

-

Confrontation stereotypes?

-

Need to hide sexuality?

Geographies of Sexuality:

-

Unsafe or uncomfortable places

-

Most safe and comfortable places

-

Places to go out?
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-

Behavior in safe and unsafe places

Body:

-

Way of dressing in different places

-

Where do you express yourself the most?

-

Negative/positive reactions on appearance?

-

Beauty patterns/fashion dominant in gay community

-

Expressing gender and sexuality through body

Safety & Visibility:

-

Rules for showing affection: different from heteros?

-

How to stretch rules? Reactions on provoking?

-

Events: for raising awareness? Are they effective?

-

Everyday life: do you generally feel safe?
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