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3Azerbaijan has an oppressive regime that systematically 

violates human rights including fair trial, freedom 

of speech and freedom of assembly. Human rights 

organizations and initiatives are under pressure from the 

authorities. Since 2014, opportunities for organizations 

dedicated to protecting human rights using international 

funds have been reduced, which means resources for 

the LGBTIQ+ activities are insufficient. 

As a result, the issue of LGBTIQ+ goes further to the 

bottom in the hierarchical division of “non-urgent issues” 

done by most international and local organizations and

foundations. Therefore, working on hate speech 

(aimed at preventing discrimination) is marginal

INTRODUCTION



compared with responding to incidents of discrimination (for example, hate crimes).

Over the last five years, Azerbaijan has been ranked the worst place in Europe to live as an 

LGBTIQ+ citizen, after meeting only 5% of  the International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans and 

Intersex Association (ILGA) criteria for legal equality. Azerbaijan fails to protect its LGBTIQ+ 

from hate-crime and discrimination. While there are many factors in the increase of hate crime 

towards LGBTIQ+, the media plays an important role in anti-LGBTIQ+ sentiment.

Censorship of mass media in Azerbaijan was abolished in 1998. However this didn’t mean 

absolute freedom of media. Lack of independence of media organizations was still the case, 

and new methods of censorship were developed. 

As of 2019, there are more than 5,000 media outlets registered in Azerbaijan. The vast majority 

are published in Azerbaijani language. Azerbaijan hosts 12 national television broadcasters, 12 

regional television broadcasters, 16 radio broadcasters and 3 satellite television broadcasters.

There are two media outlets that focus on LGBTİQ+ issues: Minority magazine and Gay.Az 

news portal.

Historically, the portrayals of LGBTIQ+ in Azerbaijani media have been negative, reflecting  

intolerance and hate speech towards LGBTIQ+. But starting from 2010s, there has been an 

increase in depictions of LGBTIQ+ issues and concerns in mainstream media. This can be 

explained with the emergence of LGBTIQ+ rights organizations taking an increasingly pro-

active stand in defining their own culture and achieving affirmative visibility in heterocentric 

media.

In September of 2017, police in Azerbaijan conducted a violent campaign, arresting and torturing gay, 

bisexual, as well as transgender people. Almost all local media covered the issue widely, but through 

the perspective of authorities that used discriminatory language. Unfortunately, the media (re)produced 

negative stereotypes and perceptions about LGBTIQ+ and misrepresented their behaviour and life during 

the crackdown. 



In practice no journalist would cover banking topics without getting a relevant education, but 

any journalist in Azerbaijan steps into the world of LGBTIQ+ people without taking the time to 

know what they’re reporting about. As a result we face biased, unfair, inaccurate stories full of 

judgement, stereotype and Incorrect rhetoric can create discriminatory practices, while correct 

language can help to build proper relations between representatives of different social groups.

So far there has not been thorough monitoring of the Azerbaijani media through the perspective 

of LGBTIQ+. In this research we will try to bring an important issue - hate speech towards 

LGBTIQ+ -- to the surface during the September 2017- December 2019 period. We will try to 

show  journalists’ ignorance and/or knowledge level in this area, and at the same time evaluate 

the media’s role in reinforcement of hate speech.
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Media were selected based on the following criteria:

1. The media has a website.

2. The media reaches a wide audience

3. The media publishes materials on socio-political topics

We searched for examples of hate speech based 

on gender identity and sexual orientation in the 

online versions of 23 Azerbaijani media (see the 

list in the appendix) from September 2017 until the 

end of December, 2019. 

METHODOLOGY



• Is there human rights violation against LGBTIQ+s in the text?

• Is there a space for the views of LGBTIQ+ or are the views of 

people who reject LGBTIQ+ mostly published?

• Who/what are the main sources of information for the story? 

Did authors use a variety of sources?

• What local terminology is used to describe LGBTIQ+?

• Does a story provide background information about LGBTIQ+ 

situation in the country?

• Does the text foster prejudices against LGBTIQ+s?

Searches were conducted by keywords. To identify 
LGBTIQ+ related stories we used keywords such 
as lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans, intersex, sexual 
orientation, gender identity, homophobia, 
transphobia, queer, as well as “mavilər, 
üzdəniraqlar, azlıqlar” that represent negative 
concepts.

Each item found within the given period was 
examined in terms of the following questions:
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Hate speech is a difficult legal concept in International Human Rights 

Law (henceforward ‘IHRL’). 

The following definition is adopted (Council of Europe, Committee of 

Ministers Recommendation 97 (20), 1997):

‘The term “hate speech” shall be understood as covering all forms of 

expression which spread, incite, promote or justify racial hatred, 

xenophobia, anti-Semitism or other forms of hatred based on 

intolerance, including: intolerance expressed by aggressive nationalism 

and ethnocentrism, discrimination and hostility against minorities, 

migrants and people of immigrant origin.’

According to European Commission against Racism and Intolerance 

(European Commission against Racism and Intolerance (ECRI), General 

Policy Recommendation No. 15 on Combating Hate Speech, 8 December 

2015) hate speech is to be understood as the advocacy, promotion or 

incitement, in any form, of the denigration, hatred or vilification of a 

person or group of persons, as well as any harassment, insult, negative 

stereotyping, stigmatization or threat with respect to such a person or 

group of persons, as well as the justification of such types of expression.

HATE SPEECH AGAINST 
LGBTIQ+ IN NATIONAL 
AND INTERNATIONAL LAW



Hate speech may also take the form of public denial, trivialization or the justification of crimes 

against humanity or war crimes, and the glorification of persons convicted for having committed 

such crimes.

The more broadly accepted definition of gender identity encompasses not only those who 

undertake gender-affirming surgery (‘transsexuals’), but also persons who choose other means 

to express their gender, such as transvestism or cross-dressing, or simply adopting a manner 

of speech or cosmetics usually associated with members of the opposite sex. Gender identity 

refers to “each person’s deeply felt internal and individual experience of gender, which may or 

may not correspond with the sex assigned at birth, including the personal sense of the body 

(which may involve, if freely chosen, modification of bodily appearance or function by medical, 

surgical or other means) and other expressions of gender, including dress, speech, and 

mannerisms” (Source: Yogyakarta Principles (2007), Yogyakarta Principles on the application 

of international human rights law about sexual orientation and gender identity, March 2007).

As LGBTIQ+ is recognized as a ‘protected group’ under the IHRL, hate speech protections should 

be applied to them accordingly.

Hate Speech Regulations Towards LGBTIQ+ In Azerbaijani National Law

There is no specific legal regulation on LGBTIQ+ in Azerbaijan. Let’s say that the legislation on 

LGBTIQ+ is “silent”. However, based on analysis of the legislation, the following can be noted.

The principle of general equality in Azerbaijan is regulated by Article 25 of the Constitution of 

the Republic of Azerbaijan. According to Part III of this article, the state guarantees equality of 

rights and freedoms to everyone, regardless of race, nationality, religion, language, sex, origin, 

property status, the position of service, beliefs, membership in political parties, trade unions 

and other public associations. Restrictions on human and civil rights and freedoms based 

on race, nationality, religion, language, sex, origin, belief, political, and social affiliation are 

prohibited. However, this provision of the Constitution does not restrict discrimination based 



on “sexual orientation”. Article 25 of the Constitution does guarantee equality for LGBTIQ+. But 

the absence of the term “sexual orientation” in this provision undermines LGBTIQ+ protection 

in the face of discrimination. Law enforcement agencies can easily avoid defending the rights of 

LGBTIQ+, citing the fact that this provision does not eliminate discrimination based on “sexual 

orientation.” 

There is no separate provision in the Criminal Code to protect LGBTIQ+ from hate speech 

and hate crimes. Article 283 of the Criminal Code provides for criminal liability only for racial, 

national, and religious discrimination. Homophobic and transphobic intent of the perpetrator 

of crimes against life and health is not considered an aggravating circumstance. Article 154 

of the Criminal Code provides for liability for violation of the right to equality. But as noted 

above, since Article 25 of the Constitution does not define “sexual orientation” as a basis for 

protection, there are serious obstacles to the practical application of this article in cases of 

violation of the equal rights of LGBTIQ+ people.

Based on the provisions of the Civil Code on the right to tort (Article 1096 and following), 

the issue of civil liability for hate speech against LGBTIQ+ may be raised. However, there is 

currently no judicial practice in this regard.

Article 148 of the Constitution considers international agreements to which Azerbaijan is a 

party as an integral part of the country’s legislation. According to Article 151 of the Constitution, 

international treaties have a higher legal force than the laws of the country, except 

for the Constitution and acts adopted by referendum.



Azerbaijan has acceded to several international human rights treaties. One of the most 

important  is the European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR). The Article 8 of the European 

Convention on Human Rights provides for the right to respect for private life (including the 

right to reputation), and Article 14 prohibits discrimination. 

The European Court of Human Rights, has applied these articles to discrimination against 

LGBTIQ+ and the violation of their rights. Taking into account these Court decisions, we can 

note that the ECHR, as used in Azerbaijan’s law, generally protects the right of LGBTIQ+ to 

privacy and non-discrimination. Unfortunately, Azerbaijani law enforcement agencies still do 

not properly apply the ECHR provisions, which creates problems for LGBTIQ+. It is unknown 

whether they will apply the provisions of civil liability (tort law) in cases of hate speech against 

LGBTIQ+.

As mentioned above, hate speech in some cases shall be prohibited by nations fulfilling 

obligations on the right to equality under the IHRL. Without proper hate speech laws, the dignity 

of individuals can be ruined. Hate speech can also create a hostile environment for vulnerable 

groups. LGBTIQ+ community is one vulnerable group  significantly affected by hate speech.

Azerbaijani hate speech laws do not protect  LGBTIQ+ against hate speech. Despite being well-

aware of the situation, Azerbaijani national authorities did not respond appropriately to the 

needs of LGBTIQ+, including hate speech laws.

Civil laws may protect LGBTIQ+ from hatred. However, there is no proper legal practice in 

this regard. Azerbaijani national authorities are reluctant to accept ECtHR case law on many 

occasions, including accepting LGBTIQ+ for protection under civil liability law. In practice, 

Azerbaijani authorities do not discourage hate speech against LGBTIQ+ and others in national 

media. To the contrary, officials occasionally use  hate speech against the community in their 

own media statements. 

Based on the above findings, Azerbaijani national law on hate speech matters should be 

improved concerning the LGBTIQ+
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14RESULTS OF MONITORING

Total items covering LGBTIQ+ in september 
2017 - december 2019 in the selected 23 online 
media outlets.



39.19 %
LOCAL NEWS

CONTEXT OF STORIES

GLOBAL NEWS 

60.81 %



EXPRESSIONS DESCRIBING LGBTIQ+ IN THE MEDIA 



TYPE OF THE STORIES



MAIN SOURCES FOR THE STORIES



MAIN SIGNS OF INCORRECT PUBLICATIONS
NUMBER OF 

ITEMS

1 CREATING A NEGATIVE IMAGE OF LGBTIQ+ 
(DISMISSIVE TONE, DISCRIMINATIVE TERM/

LANGUAGE AND CONTEXT, DISCREDITING PEOPLE)

497

2 SCANDALIZED, SENSATIONAL CONTEXT 175

3 QUOTING EXPLICITLY PHOBIC STATEMENTS 
AND TEXTS WITHOUT A COMMENT DEFINING 

THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN THE POSITION OF 
THE PUBLICATION AND THE AUTHORS OF THE 

STATEMENTS

114

4 ACCUSATIONS OF NEGATIVE IMPACT ON SOCIETY, 
STATE

112

5 MENTION IN A HUMILIATING OR ABUSIVE CONTEXT 66

6 ARMENIA-RELATED CONTEXT (A JOINT 
MANIFESTATION OF NATIONALISM AND LGBTIQ+ 

PHOBIA. DISCRIMINATORY MEDIA NOT ONLY 
REPORTS ABOUT ARMENIAN LGBTIQ+ FROM A 

HETERONORMATIVE-NATIONALIST PERSPECTIVE, 
BUT IT ALSO TRIES TO BUILD LINKS BETWEEN THESE 

TWO PHENOMENA, – BEING AN ARMENIAN AND 
HOMOSEXUALITY - WHICH THEY SEE AS DEGRADING, 

AT EVERY OPPORTUNITY.)

65

7 LGBTİQ+ MENTIONED AS ILLNESS OR WAS 
ASSOCIATED WITH ILLNESS

53

8 CALLS FOR VIOLENCE AND/OR DISCRIMINATION 48

9 ALLEGATIONS OF MORAL DEFICIENCIES 48

10 INAPPROPRIATE MENTION OF BELONGING TO A 
COMMUNITY

34
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DISCRIMINATION AND HATE 
SPEECH SAMPLES AND 
ANALYSIS
The police crackdown targeting transgender people and homosexuals and mass arrests in 

Baku in September 2017 were a major topic in the country.  A number of pro-government 

public figures and government agencies distorted reality by issuing public statements that 

there is no pressure on LGBTIQ+ in Azerbaijan. Those statements argued that LGBTIQ+ is a 

Western threat to the national values and mentality of Azerbaijan.  But taking a look at history, 

one can see the West did not always have an LGBTIQ+ inclusive policy.  Western history has 

seen mass killings and crackdowns on LGBTIQ+ (gays were burned in the 18th century), the 

worst of which took place during Hitler's rule. The West gradually started to pursue LGBTIQ+ 

inclusive policies only after the correlation between homophobia and fascism became evident. 

Let’s take a closer look at two examples of news articles about an act of humiliation of LGBTIQ+ 



in the context of “Azerbaijan-West '' relations.  

On 3 October 2017, teleqraf.com, one of many media outlets openly supportive of the 

government and not transparent about its financial sources, published an article titled 

“Mehriban Zeynalova: Western media seeking a chance to build a smear campaign against 

Azerbaijan.”

The article is full of discriminatory remarks by Mrs. Mehriban Zeynalova, chairwoman of “Clean 

World”, a non-governmental organization which helps women in Azerbaijan. It starts with the 

following quote from Mrs. Zeynalova:

“If a person is aware of their condition and has registered for a treatment, but still refuses to 

get treated and poses a serious threat for a society, this is considered a crime in any country.” 

It is a vivid example of discrimination and hate speech to share this remark, which aims to 

discredit LGBTIQ+ and was made without sharing accurate information from any source on 

whether the people were 1) aware of their condition, 2) refused treatment, 3) or whether they 

had a disease and whether they posed a threat to society. It also did not provide specific 

examples about which diseases are criminally liable in which country. 

This article also targets and discredits LGBTIQ+, claiming that “some sexual minorities behave 

aggressively.” All the information provided in the article seeks to distort and manipulate reality. 

Azerbaijan is a country where LGBTIQ+  lack the opportunity to express themselves. What 

Mrs. Zeynalova describes -- “news about sexual minorities are distorted and perceived as 

persecution and discrimination” -- simply ignores the pressures experienced by LGBTIQ+.   

It is totally unprofessional to build a news article on a person’s unverified claims and doctrines. 

Moreover, Mrs. Zeynalova has neither theoretical nor practical experience related to LGBTIQ+s 

and cannot be considered a reliable expert source on this issue.  



On the same day, teleqraf.com shared similar news published by a website publika.az, titled 

“Aqil Abbas strongly protests Western media”. Although both articles share similar content, 

this time the interviewee is a member of parliament. 

Instead of asking Mr. Agil Abbas, for an opinion on what was the legal basis for the mass ar-

rests of LGBTIQ+, the question was deliberately formulated to get the following answer: “West-

ern countries have been trying for years to destroy the thousand-year-old moral values and 

mentality of the Azerbaijani people. But they will certainly not succeed."

In addition to disseminating the view that LGBTIQ+ is immoral, the author also makes serious 

allegations that detainees are "carriers of dangerous diseases" and seeks to substantiate that  

by copy-pasting this sentence from an Interior Ministry press release:  “check-ups revealed 

that they are carriers of skin-venereal and other diseases (AIDS, HIV, syphilis, acute urethritis, 

candida albicas and trichomoniasis, Hepatitis)".

The article breaches  the principle of balance in news. They could have contacted the relevant 

body in the Health Ministry to confirm these accusations.  If they had no willingness to get ex-

Two



clusive comments, they could have copied the same Health Ministry statement published by 

other media outlets. 

If the detainees were indeed diagnosed with the alleged diseases, it would be good to clarify 

for  readers why they were sent to a penitentiary instead of a medical institution.

Since the news article fails to do all this, its aim seems to be  to publicly discredit LGBTIQ +, de-

fine them as "dangerous beings in every sense" and to disseminate hate speech which would 

isolate LGBTIQ+ from society. It also misleads the public by downplaying the crackdown on ho-

mosexuals and transgender people in September 2017 and turns a blind eye to the suffering 

of the victims of violence. 

Presenting LGBTIQ+ as a marginal group funded by the West aims to turn a blind eye to their 

real problems.



Three
Again disease, again stigma, again phobic 

language

An article was published by Sputnik.az under 

the title "They have become a headache for us: 

they are spreading a deadly virus" on November 

6, 2019. The headline is not a quote, but a 

comment by the website and the author, which 

is an unacceptable breach of the principles of 

news writing.

The news also quotes the head of the 

Epidemiological Surveillance and Prevention 

Department of the National AIDS Center as 

saying the homosexual HIV infection rate 

increased up to 7% in the first 9 months of 

2019. The "homosexual infection", singled out 

among the various ways of being infected with 

HIV, links a group of people with the disease to 

create stigma and to discriminate.

The author raises the question -- "I wonder how 

to prevent HIV infection among homosexuals 

who are carriers of HIV?" --  to Mrs. Zulfiya 

Mustafayeva, chairwoman of non-governmental organization Legal Development and 

Democracy.

She says both heterosexuals and homosexuals are given condoms to prevent them from 

getting infected. Her comments have no logic. It is difficult to tell why she differentiates 

between heterosexual and homosexual men. .She also uses transphobic expressions about 

transgender people, like “a gender has been changed.” But trans people do not change their 

gender, but undergo a gender-affirming surgery.

Two similar articles were published by Yeni Musavat newspaper in October 2019, based on 

information received from the AIDS Center. Although both articles refer to the same month and 

year, the figures are contradictory. One of the articles report the figures as “247 heterosexuals, 



1) In the history of political status of AIDS, authorities have used AIDS as an excuse for LGBTIQ+ 

phobic attacks and mass killings in the past. The link between AIDS and LGBTIQ+ can be seen as a 

continuation of this political discourse.

2) The AIDS Center and media refer to anal sex as “unconventional sexual intercourse” and 

“homosexual intercourse.” Anal sex is a choice and has nothing to do with sexual orientation. Het-

erosexuals can also choose anal sex. But the AIDS Center and media deliberately emphasize the link 

between anal sex and homosexuality as “unconventional” and “non-traditional”, in other words, 

outside the “norm”. Positions taken by authoritarian institutions   such as the health system, military 

and media directly impacts and shapes  public policy.

3) According to 2019 data, if heterosexuals accounted for 47.15%, drug users for  41% and ho-

mosexuals for 6.8% of infections, then how can homosexuals be more dangerous than heterosexu-

als?

4) Another problem with those articles is that  HIV and AIDS are viewed in the same context. HIV 

does not always result in AIDS and people may recover and go on with their lives. By viewing them in 

the same context, they aim to manipulate people and target LGBTIQ+.

More manipulative nuances in this news article:

25 homosexuals” while the other one states: “So, 47.15% of virus carriers were infected through 

heterosexual contact and 41% through drug injection.”

How can the AIDS Center disseminate contradictory statistics and for what purpose? How 

did they find out that the HIV-infected men were homosexuals? If the HIV-infected men were 

asked about it, does the AIDS Center have the right to harass patients by asking them such 

personal questions? it is not possible to know who is homosexual or heterosexual unless a 

person states it.

Those news articles label both LGBTIQ+ and LGBTIQ+ organizations as carriers of AIDS by linking 

them with this disease. In a country where LGBTIQ+ is coded as being “sick” and “immoral”, this 

is another attempt at directly targeting the LGBTIQ+. 
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Sputnik.az targets and criminalizes transgender people by claiming that “law enforcement 

officers are often blamed for illegal actions of transsexuals” in its article titled “Why ‘Sabina’ 

attacked the building superintendent with a knife - Revealed”  published on January 17, 2018.

Sabina is the name of a trans woman described in this article. According to the rules of  

Azerbaijani language punctuation, people’s names are not put inside quotation marks. Sputnik.

az degraded Sabina’s gender identity by putting her name inside quotation marks. The media 

should use the name people use when identifying themselves. The media treats transgender 

people even more ruthlessly than homosexuals and tries to shape an inhuman image. 

Reporting about a violation of a person’s rights by emphasizing their sexual identity reinforces 

transphobic stereotypes even further. Emphasizing sexual identity or sexual orientation by 

reporting about details that have nothing to do with the news testifies to LGBTIQ+ phobia and 

targeting of LGBTIQ+. The photo of the trans woman, introduced as a criminal, was taken from 

her personal Instagram account and the address of her account was also included. 

It openly intends to make the person a potential target of hate speech. The person stated 

she wanted  to protect her security. Instead of acting as an objective journalist, the author 

considers himself to be a judge or a psychologist who has the right to make comments about 

moral norms.  He should not put his moral norms above his professionalism. In addition to 
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Big.az, one of the most visited websites, mainly focuses on showbiz news. The website reports 

about LGBTIQ+ related issues mainly as show business scandal and sensation, rather than 

human rights and freedoms.

The news articles titled “Gays and lesbians must be killed” - Shocking words by Azerbaijani TV 

host” and “Homosexuals must be shot dead” - Sheikh Abdul”, published on July 9, 2019 and 

October 21, 2019 respectively, call for violence and murder against LGBTIQ+ “without a com-

ment” and “silently”.

Statements made by actor Abdul Mahmudov in a TV program -- “shooting must be resumed 

and such people must be shot. This contradicts not only the national and moral values of Azer-

baijani people, but also humanity as a whole. [...] In my address to the president, I also noted 

that such cases should be strictly prevented in the country” -- were published without any legal 

analysis. It contradicts journalistic ethics and also creates legal liability. 

being unprofessional, the language was also transphobic and homophobic.
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Another discriminatory news story by Big.az was published on  April 12, 2018. The headline 

reads: “The man who killed his transsexual girlfriend Hatampasha SENTENCED. He was 

cheated…”

This news is transphobic both in terms of language and coverage. It repeatedly uses the name 

which was not used by Ayla, who was killed by Shahlar Aliyev. Given that not all trans people 

have an opportunity to change their identity, they should be called by the name by which 

they introduce themselves,not by the one which is written on their IDs. Big.az  repeatedly 

emphasizes Ayla’s previous name, ignoring her choice of a name. 
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In its article published on March 29, 2018, 

oxu.az raises a question with the following 

headline: “Will there be “gender equality” 

classes at schools?”

The fact that “sexual equality” is put in 

quotation marks obviously points to a feeling 

of increased anxiety and worry. 

It becomes clear at the end of the story that 

the Ministry of Education does not intend 

to organize classes on gender equality 

in Azerbaijan. But one can see a high 

dose of discrimination, phobic approach 

misinformation and incorrect terminology 

throughout the story. 

If there are “widespread rumors about the 

possibility of teaching gender equality classes 

at schools,” the first step should be to contact 

the national education policy agency to clarify 

the “the widespread rumors.” Once they 

are confirmed,  questions like “what will the 

content of the program look like?”, “what 

topics are going to be taught” and similar 

questions should be asked. This is the ABC of 

journalism. 

Another problem is that the news is not about the murder of a woman, but instead sensational 

and transphobic. It legitimizes the crime by saying that the trans woman was murdered “out 

of jealousy” and not in a hate crime. The author emphasizes that Ayla had a car accident in the 

past, which has nothing to do with the story. 



But what to do if the rumors are not confirmed? In this case, one could let those false rumors go 

and  pursue other issues. Or one can ask: “why not to have it in our schools? ” and try to bring 

together gender theorists and activists, education and reproductive health experts and open a 

discussion on the importance of gender equality in Azerbaijani education. But these two options 

did not seem to cross the mind of the oxu.az author, who signed the article as Ali Mammadov. 

Without any confirmation of the rumors, for unknown reasons the author decided to call Mr. 

Rahman Abdullayev, a doctor of theology and associate professor at Cairo State University, to 

ask him what he thinks about those rumors. It should be noted once again that he asked for 

the theologian’s opinion on the rumors about gender equality lessons without having an idea 

what the content of any possible gender classes could be. The theologian appeared to satisfy 

the author’s expectations, because his accusations against LGBTİQ+ make up the plot of the 

story. “On the contrary, we need to educate Azerbaijani children that this is a disease and 

teach them to fight it,” said Mr. Abdullayev. There is no mention of homosexuality as a disease 

anywhere in the article. 

The article adds that “according to the Azerbaijani theologian, people are being executed for 

homosexuality in some Muslim countries.” With emphasis on an illness, plus hints of execution 

and pedophilia, it can be seen as a news story completely phobic and hostile to LGBTIQ+.

Eight
The website Xalqxeber.az published an article titled “Unruly trend in the country: how do sexual 

minorities change their passports? - Details… ” on October 14, 2018. 

The story begins with an outright attack on the freedom of life and expression of transgender 

people. The true name of the the process is gender-affirming surgery, not “sex change 

operation”. Apart from this, it is the right of every person to change their name. Xalqxeber.az 

targets this right by commenting on it. The website not only labels this right an “unruliness”, 

but also denigrates trans people as people with psychological problems.

The story also disseminates a transphobic view that trans people decide to undergo gender-

affirming surgery because of psychological disorders they develop as a result of sexual 

exploitation they suffered in their childhood.



Such stories contradict both human and journalistic ethics and discredit trans people both 

as citizens and human beings. A trans person can be sexually exploited and traumatized at 

some point in their life, just like any other  person. But media and society appear willing to say  

transgender people and LGBTIQ+ in general had traumatic childhoods, instead of accepting 

LGBTIQ+ as legitimate.
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Hate speech is common not only in news 

stories. It is even harsher in opinion columns. 

The following example is full of discrimination 

and LGBTIQ + phobia.

In a column published  by oxu.az on May 

22, 2019, entitled "Why should we protect 

homosexuals?", author Qan Turali tries to 

"silence" those who accuse him of misogyny 

and homophobia with “retaliatory fire”. He 

makes LGBTIQ+ a clear target of discrimination while trying to defend himself.

"Homophobia is not a crime at all, and it should be seen as part of freedom of expression 

in the current situation," he wrote. "Of course, unless homophobes call for violence against 

homosexuals ..."

The question arises: in a current era of neoliberalism, why can't homophobia or LGBTIQ+ 

phobia, which can lead to discrimination or attacks on people, be considered crimes. What 

about fascism, misogyny, racism and speciesism, which are based on similar policies? None 

are legitimate and acceptable under any political regime.

"We are a society that debates the issue of social insurance, and we face problems that are 

more important than homosexuality," said an employee of the Azerbaijan State Translation 

Center. 

It is true that social insurance is a major problem facing Azerbaijan, and this employee’s attempt 

to raise the issue with the government that pays his salary is praiseworthy. However, it is not 

necessary to label the problems of homosexuals as unimportant. In this case, dissatisfaction 

with the government is redirected against homosexuals. 

As a result, the author confuses freedom of expression with hate speech. It would be better if 

he first thoroughly studied the concepts that he is talking about.



33CONCLUSION

Within the scope of the research, we examined 1210 stories (news, feature stories, 

interviews and opinion pieces) published in selected online media between Septem-

ber 2017-December 2019, out of which 16 percent was acceptable materials, while 

84 percent was unacceptable. 

We examined stories published on LGBTIQ+ over the last two years. We found that 

the fundamental rights of LGBTIQ+ were violated. We found hate speech and/or dis-

criminatory language, and stories  that foster prejudices about LGBTIQ+.

Rights organizations’ views on LGBTIQ+ rights were found only in 65 stories. This 

number constitutes 5.3 percent of the news evaluated.

The study showed that the media approaches LGBTIQ+ related issues in a sensation-

al context. Many articles had headlines with the word “SHOCK” or “SCANDAL”.

Most of the time terminology and expressions are not used correctly; i.e., a) identifing trans 

as homosexuals; b) expression of “third gender” inproperly; it was used sometimes to identify 

trans, sometimes intersexes. Or LGBTIQ+ is being generalized: for instance, the story is about 

lesbians, but the news mentions LGBTIQ+ which includes others as well. Or authors represent 

trans identity under sexual orientation, which are different terms.

The study shows that Azerbaijani media mainly misuses LGBTIQ+ as a tool to humil-

iate political opponents.

Coverage from the perspective of LGBTIQ+ rights and equality principles was very 

limited. It is not known what phobic people mean by claiming that “their propaganda 

is everywhere”.

Despite being irrelevant  to the news or stories, journalists mention people’s sexual 

orientation or gender identity. By comparison, they don’t write or say:  “The deputy 

chairman of party X is a heterosexual.”

The expression “sexual minorities” is currently considered outdated and incorrect by scholars 

and activists, but is still commonly used to describe LGBTIQ+ in Azerbaijani media. Using out-



dated language makes authors who write about gender look ignorant at best and phobic at 

worst.

The same applies to the phrase “LGBTIQ+ community”. Although it was considered 

acceptable at one time, it is now considered an outdated and phobic term.

Problems with visual content in news are used in the same way as in stories about 

violence against women. In many stories, women, homosexuals, transgender peo-

ple, and drag queens are victims of violence. And the media uses visuals where 

victims of violence are fallen to the ground, or their face bruises. It is often justified 

as “showing the problems faced by LGBTIQ+ and women’’. But such stories are not 

helpful. Nobody will raise a voice of support; people will only feel sorry for the vic-

tim. The use of such visuals engraves them in public memory as sacrificing, as if this 

is their destiny. People get used to these images and the violence is normalized. 

The idea that “she’s a woman or LGBTIQ+ and she’s beaten” is established by these 

types of visuals and therefore it is expected that they will be victims.

Transphobia is especially noticeable in the media. There are expressions used for 

transgender people, such as “changed sex”, “formerly male/female”, “born male/

female”. Or insisting on using names on ID, rather than the individual’s own choice 

for name.

Trans-related stories often use language that is considered normal by the media 

outlet, but is transphobic. For example, the phrase “you can’t tell that she is trans-

gender at first”. This expression is based on a single reality and norm, and evaluates 

all subjects on whether they differ from the norm.  

LGBTİQ+ are often mentioned in the context of immorality, pedophilia, incest, even 

cannibalism. Such claims, innuendoes and associations often are used to insinuate 

that LGBTIQ+ people pose a threat to society, to families, and to children in particu-

lar.

All the problems mentioned above show that journalists don’t study and use queer 

resources in order to keep their knowledge up-to-date and avoid discrimination.



APPENDIX 1 / RECOMMENDATIONS

We believe journalists have an obligation to be fair, balanced and accurate. Therefore 

we created the following guide based on our findings in the Azerbaijani media. We 

highly recommend it be considered during news production of gender-based stories 

in order to avoid spreading hate speech and discrimination. 

HOW TO PLAN STORIES

Before starting a story, ask yourself: “Why am I doing this story?” Are you doing it 

because of its social-political importance, or because it will get a lot of clicks on your 

website?

Look at the struggles of LGBTIQ+ for rights; pay attention to inequalities. By using 

the issue of LGBTIQ+ in scandals, sensations and show-business pages, you are 

ignoring their struggle for rights and freedoms and creating stigma.

Carefully choose your sources for news production. Do not present the event from 

a one-sided point of view. Is there any news about transgender people detained 

by the police? To do this, your reference should not be just a press release issued 

by the police. You should listen to different sides on the subject. For example, in 

September 2017, about 100 homosexuals and transgender people were arrested. 

Most media outlets copied and pasted the official statement without questioning. 

At that time, very few outlets contacted the AIDS Center, the agency responsible for 

diagnosing the disease. It turned out that no cases were brought to the agency, and 

no such diagnosis was made to any transgender people. Various sources should be 

approached; LGBTIQ+s, rights defenders, court testimonies and others. One-sided 

stories lead to prejudice and discrimination.

It is not enough to prepare a story based on what your interviewees say. Do 

research on the background of events. Various reports and statistics can help you. 

Before circulating official reports claiming that homosexuals are carriers of certain 

diseases, take a look at other carriers of the disease; then you will see that it is 

discriminatory to bring one group of people to the forefront.

In general, it is a phobic approach to ask celebrities and public figures about 

LGBTIQ+ issues out of the blue. Questions can be asked. For example, if LGBTIQ+ 

has been subjected to violence and their rights have been violated, then you can 



ask any responsible person, minister or officials, "Some rights of LGBTIQ+s have 

been violated. What can you say about it?" Otherwise, simply asking an actor: "what 

do you think about LGBTIQ+s?" opens irrelevant discussion about people’s lives and 

rights.

WHICH WORDS TO CHOOSE

Not the "LGBTIQ+ community", but LGBTIQ+. If there is a name of a homosexual, 

gay, lesbian, trans organization, please use that name. LGBTIQ+ is just an acronym, 

not an organization as we often saw in media coverage. The expression of "LGBTIQ+ 

community" can ghettoize people. LGBTIQ+ struggles to avoid this,as in the slogan 

"The world is ours, not ghettos." By characterizing it as a community, LGBTIQ + is 

recognized as a minority and their struggle for rights is undermined.

Not "sexual minority", but LGBTIQ+. People should not be identified as minorities. 

LGBTIQ+ is not a minority, and there is no statistical research on whether they are 

a minority or not. The fact that they are described as a minority makes the violence 

and their voices invisible. We cannot determine anyone else's orientation or sexual 

identity, and therefore we cannot describe LGBTIQ+s as a "minority" in this matter, 

which depends on a person's statement. The idea that "minority is subordinate 

to majority" is central to hierarchical thinking, and given that societies like ours 

derive their strength from patriarchal, heteronormative policies, the designation 

of LGBTIQ+s as a minority encodes them as subordinates in society and in cultural 

memory.

Always question the words and expressions you use; get down to their roots. Lots 

of expressions we been hearing and using for years could come from a male, 

heteronormative, sexist history. Remove language that misrepresents, excludes or 

offends.

Professional stories should not use words such as ‘"pedophilia" or "immorality’" 

in LGBTIQ+ related news in order not to make LGBTIQ+ the target of crime and 

society. Homosexuality and transsexualism should not be equated with pedophilia.

While the article undergoes an editing process before it is published, double 

checking for gender terminology is also necessary. If your editor does not have an 

in-depth knowledge of gender, seek the help of LGBTIQ+ activists and theorists. The 

main thing is not to publish fast, but correctly.



HOW TO REPRESENT IDENTITIES

HOW TO REPORT ON VIOLENCE

Read up on, research, and learn about rights and discourse. Avoid misused, sexist, 

heteronormative concepts such as “non-traditional orientation”. 

If your interviewee is LGBTIQ+, it is important to ask them about preferred 

identification, i.e, gay, homosexual, agender, queer, pansexual. Also, make sure 

that you maintain anonymity of people if there is a high risk of violence towards 

them after the story is distributed.

It is not acceptable to write the name and surname used on the ID card of a person 

who refuses to use those names. A person's name is the name that they declare. 

For example, the name of a trans woman on an ID card may be "Kamal (X)", but if 

she gave up this name and took the name "Arzu (Y)", then her name is Arzu. Making 

statements like "Kamal calls himself Arzu" or "He changed his name to Arzu" is 

transphobia and ignoring the person's statement.

If it has nothing to do with the news, do not mention the gender of your interviewee 

or the person you are writing about. If the topic is persecution of LGBTIQ+, or the 

law on anti-discrimination, it is appropriate to mention the gender identity of a 

person. Otherwise it often serves just as a sensation. If you are not sure whether 

to emphasize a person's gender, answer this question: If the interviewee was 

heterosexual, would I emphasize his or her sexual orientation? If your answer is 

YES, then use this information for LGBTIQ+s as well.

Committing physical or sexual violence is not a disease, and people who tend to 

use violence aren’t pathological cases; they are ordinary people. Don’t portray 

perpetrators of violence as people with mental disorders. Don’t use illnesses like 

depression and schizophrenia arbitrarily to provide justifications for violence. 

Experts remind us at every opportunity that people who exercise systematic violence 

do not have a treatable illness, and that violence is mostly not pathological, but has 

social causes.



It is incorrect to emphasize in  reports of violence against LGBTIQ+ that attackers 

were drunk or that it was an "honor" crime. This legitimizes the attacks. Violence 

is a crime and should be punished. The reasons should not be traced to culture, 

mentality,or mental and psychological problems. This is justifying and romanticizing 

the violence.

Visual materials should not consist of violent, bloody, bruised people. Such visuals 

encode the subjects in public memory - as if they are always oppressed and 

"wounded".  This causes the "wounds" to become an identity. That is, people in this 

situation avoid demanding their rights and being visible in society. This is called 

The Spiral Silence. People labeled as oppressed remain isolated in the background, 

feeling threatened that they will be subjected to violence if they raise their voices. 

The image of the abuser should be published, not the abused. When reporting on 

violence, it is important to ensure that a victim does not suffer further damage, and 

that their rights are not violated. The report should focus on the victim's violated 

rights, not on turning their life and lifestyle into magazine content. You need to 

focus on perpetrators. In order not to injure the victim, during the interview do 

not insist on getting details that they do not want to give, and do not ask questions 

about that exact moment of violence. Location, address, family members of the 

victim should not be disclosed. If they are, all the focus is on the victim and the 

perpetrator becomes invisible.

News of violence should not be pornographic. News of rape or beating should not 

described in detail as "first clothes were taken off, then arms were tied", or "He 

cut her throat after a long time touching her neck with a knife", The focus should 

be violated rights and damages. It should be noted what kind of punishments the 

perpetrator is likely to face (how many years of imprisonment, etc.) and that the 

crime committed will be punished.

You need to be careful not to present attacks against LGBTIQ+ as if it could happen 

only to them. After a while, the idea forms that LGBTIQ+ are always subject to 

violence...



APPENDIX 2 / LIST OF MONITORED WEBSITES

Name Notes

1news.az Online 

Amerikanın Səsi (VoA) Online / Satellite radio / Foreign

APA  Online news agency 

Azadlıq qəzeti Online/Print

Azadliq Radiosu (RFERL) Online/Satellite / Foreign

Azvision.az Online

Baku.ws Online

Big.az Online

BBC Azeri Online / Foreign

Day.az Online

Haqqin.az Online / Russian-speaking platform

JAMnews Online / regional (South Caucasus)

Meydan TV Online 

Mikroskop Media Online

Milli.az Online

Oxu.az  Online

Qafqazinfo Online

Report.az Online

Sputnik.az Online

Teleqraf.com Online

Trend.az Online news agency

Turan.az Online news agency

Yeni Musavat Online / Print
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