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Abstract 
 
This thesis is a qualitative case study of discrimination based on stigmatization towards             
transgender individuals in Brazil. The current President, Jair Bolsonaro has made some            
extreme statements about the LGBTQ+ community throughout his career in politics,           
starting when he was a congressman in Rio de Janeiro and keeps doing so today,               
normalizing stigma and discrimination towards the LGBTQ+ community. Against this          
political background, the study shows the lived experiences of being part of the             
transgender community as well as how stigma and discriminations have affected their            
lives.  
 
Throughout April and May 2020, 16 participants took part in this study to share their               
inner thoughts and experiences with me through a qualitative questionnaire and in-depth            
email interviews. The main findings of this study show that the majority of the              
participants have been discriminated against based on societal stigma. There are many            
different factors contributing to this such as a variety of different types of stigma based               
on the stigmatization theory by Erving Goffman (1963), developed by Pryor and Reeder             
and Bos et al. (2013). The participants of the study mention numerous occasions that              
have impacted them in their everyday lives in relation to stigmatization theory, including             
findings in all four manifestations by Pryor and Reeder (2011) revised by Bos et al.               
(2013). 
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1. Introduction 
 
Since the of the 1900’s, legislation focusing on LGBTQ+ (and transgender rights            
specifically) in Brazil have positively progressed. In 1988, three years after the            
dictatorship ended in Brazil, a new federal constitution was written (Power, 2017:23),            
which along with LGBTQ+ movements have strengthened public policies for civil rights            
as well as social debates on living conditions (Monteiro and Brigeiro, 2019:2). De jure,              
Brazil treats its LGBTQ+ community well, but the reality looks different (The            
Independent, 2019). The current President, Jair Bolsonaro, a former military leader who            
took office in 2019, has often publicly criticized the LGBTQ+ community and has             
actively encouraged violating their rights. He has not shied away from expressing his             
negative opinions. 
 
The transgender community is a marginalized group facing backlash from the current            1

president in Brazil as well as from society-at-large. Brazil has the most homicides against              
trans people every year in absolute numbers. Last year 105 people were murdered simply              
for being trans (RedeTrans, 2020:12).. It is important to focus on their lived experiences              
since they have a tendency to live on the periphery. It is crucial for development studies                
and social sciences to highlight their struggles and amplify their voices.  
 
The majority of academic literature centering LGBTQ+ rights in Brazil focuses on            
cisgender gay men and travestis while the literature focusing on trans people as a whole               2

is very limited, which is going to be further discussed in the background section of this                
thesis. This, combined with the fact that Brazil has very strict anti-discrimination laws de              
jure , made me choose to research how transgender people experience stigma and            3

discrimination in their everyday life through a qualitative case study. This study is going              
to focus on the key concepts of stigmatization and how discrimination is rooted in stigma,               
along with how different types of stigma forms the different types of discrimination faced              
by trans people in Brazil.  
 
 
 
 

1 Commonly known as the trans community or trans person.  
2 The definition of cisgender usually abbreviated to simply cis describes or connects with people whose sense of 
personal identity and gender is the same as their birth sex (Oxford Learner’s Dictionaries).  
3 See appendix 3 and 4. 
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1.1 Defining transgender and sex reassignment  
 
The definition of transgender according to the Oxford English Dictionary (OED, 2020): 
 
“Designating a person whose sense of personal identity and gender does not correspond             
to that person's sex at birth, or which does not otherwise conform to conventional notions               
of sex and gender” 
 
According to scholars such as Diehl et al. (2017) and Lombardi et al. (2008)              
“transgender” works as an umbrella term referring to individuals who do not identify with              
their assigned gender at birth, do not follow traditional gender norms, or whose identity is               
outside of stereotypical binary genders.  
 
The definition has changed over time and while the traditional definition is one by the               
OED, transgender today can potentially include non-binary, transsexuals, cross         
dressers/transvestites (travesti in Brazil), intersexed persons, or anyone else that does not            
follows traditional gender norms, depending on who you ask (Diehl et al., 2017:389;             
Lombardi et al., 2008:90). 
 
In this thesis however, I have chosen not to define what being transgender is, but rather                
left it for the participants to answer what they themselves identify as. This is meant to                
give the individuals whom I interviewed the agency to define themselves and to             
recognize that the transgender community is not homogenous and the individuals who            
consider themselves a part of it have differing opinions and definitions on what it means               
to be trans. In context of this study, it is vital to give the interviewees room to express                  
what they identify as, as well as to not overlook the so-called ‘third gender’ in Brazil                
called travesti. According to Diehl et al. (2017): 
 
“[the] travesti presents herself as a woman and assumes a female gender identity, but              
may display a male sexual behaviour [...] they wish to live their ‘transvestility’ in social               
and professional contexts; being neither male nor female, just travesti [...] Most of them              
do not seek sex rearrangement surgery” (Diehl et al., 2017:390).  
 
I will only be focusing on interviewing people that identify themselves as either a              
transgender man (TGM), a transgender woman (TGW) or travesti despite any social or             
formal definitions of what ‘being trans’ means.  
 
Another important concept to highlight for this thesis is related to how academic scholars              
tend to use the term sex reassignment surgery. Instead, I am going to phrase it as gender                 
confirmation surgery because undergoing surgery is to confirm their gender, not           
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changing their sex. The term sex reassignment surgery has negative social constructs            
about sex and gender and assumes that you ‘have’ the wrong sex, instead of seeing it as a                  
way of confirming ones gender.  

1.2 Research question and aim 
The aim and purpose of this research is to gain a deeper understanding of the current                
situation in Brazil concerning trans rights, focusing on stigmatization and discrimination           
that the trans community faces on a daily basis, both from society and family. The               
interviews will use guided questions to understand the current state of transgender stigma             
and discrimination in Brazil. 
 
The research question guiding this study is:  
 

How does the Brazilian trans community experience stigma and discrimination in their 
everyday lives? 

 
In order to answer the research question a number of interviews have been conducted              
both through in-depth questions via email and an anonymous qualitative questionnaire           
online. The responses from the trans community were combined with empirical evidence            
to understand how the specific legal and political context of Brazil impacts and keeps on               
impacting the lives of trans people around Brazil.  
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2. Background 
  

2.1 The backlash against LGBTQ+ rights under Bolsonaro 
 
The current President in Brazil, Jair Bolsonaro has made inflammatory statements and            
comments about the LGBTQ+ community, mainly about gay and trans people. He has             
made these statements on live broadcasted tv, during interviews and through his social             
media account on Twitter both during his presidency as well as before being elected. He               
has always been very vocal about his disliking in specifically homosexuals stating that             
“Yes, I’m homophobic – and very proud of it” (Osborne, 2019).  
 
In 2011 during a meeting with the Playboy magazine Bolsonaro once again expressed his              
dissatisfaction with the LGBTQ+ community saying “I would be incapable of loving a             
homosexual son. I am not going to be a hypocrite here: I prefer to have my son die in an                    
accident rather than to show up with a mustache-o . To me he would be dead anyway ”                4 5

(Terra, 2011). 
 
During an interview with Stephen Fry in 2013 for Fry’s television documentary ,            6

Bolsonaro was still a congressman while stating that hetero children were being            
brainwashed by ‘homosexual fundamentalists’ into “becoming gays and lesbians to          
satisfy them sexually in the future”. During this interview he also stated that the Brazilian               
society does not like gay people (Phillips, 2018).  
 
In 2019 during a breakfast interview with journalists, Bolsonaro expressed that Brazil            
should not become a ‘gay paradise’ saying that “If you want to come here and have sex                 
with a woman, go for your life [...] But we can’t let this place become known as a gay                   
tourism paradise. Brazil can’t be a country of the gay world, of gay tourism. We have                
families” (Phillips and Kaiser, 2019).  
 

4 Mustache-o in this context means ‘man’.   
5 “Seria incapaz de amar um filho homossexual. Não vou dar uma de hipócrita aqui: prefiro que um filho meu 
morra num acidente do que apareça com um bigodudo por aí. Para mim ele vai ter morrido mesmo” Translation 
made by the author of this thesis. 
6 Stephen Fry: Out There, is a television documentary from 2013 where Stephen Fry travels to different parts of 
the world exploring the attitudes socially towards homosexuality and exploring the lives of homosexual people in 
different parts of the world. The second episode partly takes place in Brazil.  
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In 2019, a University in the state of Bahía with 6500 students decided to begin reserving                7

120 spots every year for trans and intersex people. During 2019 Bolsonaro stated that              
specific entry exams and the quota for trans people should be removed immediately at the               
university without any further explanation (Pitombo and Cancian, 2019), as well as            8

making sure that people that identify as LGBTQ+ should not be represented by the              
department of human rights in Brazil (Svenska Dagbladet, 2019). Since Bolsonaro took            
office on January 1st 2019, the Ministry of Women, Family and Human Rights therefore              
removed the rights to legal protection of LGBTQ+ people (The Conversation, 2019).  
 

2.2 Recent studies on discrimination 
  
Current literature worldwide on LGBTQ+ rights is heavily focused on cisgender gay            
rights or mainly focusing on travestis within the transgender community. While there is             
some research including trans rights or gender identity in Brazil, these are mainly based              
on healthcare. Therefore a study focusing on economic and/or social discrimination           
including stigma is necessary to develop a better understanding of their moved            
experiences. Most current studies are quantitative studies showcasing violence, homicides          
and suicide rates in Brazil.  

 

2.2.1 Violence and homicides  
 
Studies on discrimination against trans people in Brazil are very limited. One of the most               
comprehensive and influential is a study by Lombardi et al. (2008) concluded on trans              
people over the span of 12 months between 1996-1997 in the United States. The study               
showed that the majority of the 402 participants sometime during their life had             
experienced harassment or violence as well as economic discrimination. These are           
common themes considering Brazil has the highest number of homicides on trans people             
in the world. According to Magno et al. (2018) TGW always report a higher rate of                
discrimination, specifically ones that identify as either pardo or black (Lombardi et al.,             9

2008; Magno et al., 2018). The study done by Magno et al. (2018) shows that trans                
people face the most discrimination from police, friends, family and neighbors'. Being            
discriminated against by their families drives many TGM, TGW and travestis to leave             
home early. This gender based discrimination was commonly accompanied by violence           

7 A Universidade da Integração da Lusofonia Afro-Brasileira (Federal University). 
8 Jair Bolsonaro publicly announced this on his personal Twitter account @jairbolsonaro 
9 Pardo is an untranslatable complex term commonly referring to ‘mixed’ Brazilians. Pardo’s represent a range of 
ethnic backgrounds and skin colors, usually a mixture of African, European and/or Native Brazilian descent 
(Resende, 2003).  
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and sometimes murder (Magno et al., 2018:9-10). According to Kulick (1997), travestis            10

are discriminated to the point where they avoid going outside during the day, afraid to be                
victims of police brutality and murder (Kulick, 1997:575). 
 
Associação Nacional de Travestis e Transexuais [National Association of Travestis and           
Transsexuals] (ANTRA) and RedeTrans are two organizations that are based in Brazil            
and yearly since 2016 both organizations have released a Dossiê dos assassinatos            
[murder dossier] monitoring all murders on trans people all over Brazil. In 2019, there              
were 105 recorded homicides on people identifying as trans which is a significant drop              
considering there were 150 homicides in 2018. 12 of the homicides in 2019 were marked               
as cruel . Despite the numbers dropping, Brazil still has the highest number of homicides              11

on trans people in the world, in absolute numbers. In 2019, 97% of the victims identified                
as women, whereof 26 as TGW and 69 as travesti. In 80% of the cases reported, the                 
media did not respect the gender identity of the victim, by using the wrong pronoun               
and/or first name or by not disclosing the civil name of the trans person (ANTRA, 2020;                
RedeTrans, 2020:12-20).  
 
The studies done by the organizations as well as the ones by Magno et al. (2018), and                 
Lombardi et al. (2008) show that there is a pattern of discrimination and prejustice              
against trans people often combined with economic discrimination . The reason many           12

trans people are targeted is simply based on presenting a transgendered appearance, as             
well as the lack of basic recognition before the law. When a trans person in Brazil tries to                  
report a crime, the documents of identification might not always match the appearance             
which can result in even worse abuse when reporting it to authorities (Lombardi et al.,               
2008:94; Ghoshal and Knight, 2016).  
 

2.2.2 Discrimination within health care 
 
Monteiro and Brigeiro (2019) focuses on social discrimination (specifically within health           
care) rather than economic discrimination. Healthcare providers in Brazil are not           
educated enough in the area of gender identities, thus facing inequality in meeting their              
needs for care (Monteiro and Brigeiro, 2019:2). According to Diehl et al. (2017), the              
reason for discrimination amongst trans people has its roots in transphobia which is based              
on fear, disgust and hatred along with other types of intolerance. Trans people experience              
poor healthcare as a result of transphobia. The health professional’s lack sufficient            
competence, knowledge and education to provide care for trans people as well as health              
care workers hindering trans people from seeking medical care (Diehl et al., 2017:391;             

10 Professor in the Department of Social Anthropology, Stockholm University at the time of publication. 
11 Heart ripped out (1) Decapitation (2) Mutilation (1) Naked (2) Face deformed (1) Torture (5) - Trans Brazil 
Network, 02 Jan. 2020 - Rede Trans, Dossiê dos assassinatos 2019:19.  
12 Having difficulties finding a job, getting fired, losing promotions etc.  
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Monteiro and Brigeiro, 2019:4). According to a report the Human Rights Watch (HRW)             
released in 2016 trans people also face discrimination within health care because of the              
gender mark on their identity card, instead of listening to the request of the patient               
(Ghoshal and Knight, 2016).  
 
The difficulties in getting access to the right health care does not always have to do with                 
their gender identity but is sometimes related to different factors such as information             
gaps, long lines and difficulty scheduling appointments (Diehl et al., 2017:391; Monteiro            
and Brigeiro, 2019:4). Brazil provides both public and private healthcare, the public            
healthcare is free for all to use, but in some cases trans people have to seek medical care                  
at a private hospital due to the lack of knowledge in the public system. Private healthcare                
can be expensive, and as mentioned earlier, trans people face an abundance of economic              
discrimination making it hard for some to seek private medical care (Monteiro and             
Brigeiro, 2019; Diehl et al., 2017).  
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3. Theoretical framework  
 
Erving Goffman is a pioneer when studying stigmatization. Goffman’s book ‘Stigma:           
Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity’ gained tremendous recognition which           
inspired an abundance of research on the consequences, sources and nature of stigma             
when it was released in 1963 (Link and Phelan, 2001). When defining stigma the              
definition is often based on Goffman’s (1963) definition of the concept known as an              
‘attribute that is deeply discrediting’ as well as seeing it ‘from a whole and usual person                
to a tainted discounted one’ (Link and Phelan, 2001:364; Goffman, 1963:3).  
 
Stigmatization theory will be applied to this study to understand the background and             
reason for discrimination towards the trans community. The theoretical section of this            
study will clarify the different levels of stigmatization, based on Goffman’s (1963)            
theory. It is also going to elaborate on the four types of stigma by Pryor and Reeder                 
(2011) revised by Bos et al. (2013), combined with how stigmatization is linked to              
discrimination, and status loss according to Link and Phelan (2001). A combination of             
these explanations and theories will provide a theoretical framework for stigmatization to            
understand the roots and manifestations of discrimination. 
 
Discrimination tends to focus on those individuals who do the discriminating rather than             
the individuals who are being discriminated against. Stigma on the other hand shifts its              
focus in the opposite direction, since it is a characteristic that develops from widespread              
social condemnation. Stigma defines something ‘in the person’ instead of a description            
that others attach to the individual (Link and Phelan, 2001:366, 371; Bos et al., 2013:2).               
The social process of “othering, blaming, and sharing” imprinted by stigma provokes            
status loss and discrimination (Deacon, 2006:418; Poteat et al., 2013:22).  
 
Stigma lies in the social context rather than in the person, and is rooted in social                
interactions. That is why, what might be considered stigma in one context might not in               
another. It can be indirect and nonverbal, for instance, condescending looks and no eye              
contact. Stigma happens on various levels, such as societal, individual and interpersonal            
levels (Bos et al., 2013:2).  
 
There are two main challenges needed to be addressed regarding the concept of stigma,              
first of which concern the actual study of stigma. Most scientists that study stigmatized              
groups of people and stigma as a whole are unaware of the lived experiences of the                
people they study, or have never experienced the difficulties they experience in their             
everyday lives (Link and Phelan, 2001:365). In regard to this thesis, I am studying the               
lived experiences of the trans community and how they have faced discrimination, while             
I am aware this is not something I can relate to, it is important to acknowledge. The                 
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second challenge studies on stigma faces is the lack of literature on discrimination; it is               
far less comprehensive than studies on stereotyping. There needs to be more focus on              
structural issues in society, opening up from the existing individualistic focus on current             
research on stigma (Link and Phelan, 2001:366).  
 

3.1 The Four Manifestations of Stigma  
 
The stigmatization conceptual model made by Pryor and Reeder (2011), and later revised             
by Bos et al. (2013) focuses on four interrelated explanations of stigma: Structural             
Stigma, Stigma by Association, Self-Stigma and Public Stigma. Some of the language and             
terms used in stigmatization theories by various scholars can potentially be problematic            
as some researchers use the term ‘condition’ which may be associated with mental illness             

. That is why I have chosen to simply use the definition ‘attribute’ based on Goffman                13

(1963) and used by Jones et al. (1984) seeing that stigma is a relationship between               
stereotypes and attributes, instead of the word condition throughout the study.  
 

Figure 2: The four manifestations of stigma by Pryor and Reeder (2011) revised by Bos 
et al. (2013). 

 

3.1.1 Public Stigma 
 
Public stigma is situated at the core of this interrelated model. It symbolizes people’s              
social and psychological reactions to someone they recognize having a stigmatized           
attribute. In this case the attribute signifies a person identifying as trans, and according to               

13 Goffman (1963), Link and Phelan (2001), as well as Bos et al. (2013) discuss stigmatization theory and tend to 
focus on ‘conditions’ such as race, HIV, physical or mental disabilities etc.  
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this model, stigma merges when extensive stereotypes of people make the attribute seem             
dangerous or unreliable in a way, most commonly based on fear followed by avoidance              
(Bos et al., 2013:2-3). It is a way of separating ‘us’ (individuals not part of the trans                 
community) from ‘them’ (individuals part of the trans community). This element of            
stigma develops when labels imply a separation between ‘us’ and ‘them’ (Link and             
Phelan, 2001:370). Public stigma also rests in the cognitive representation possessed in            
reference to the individuals who show signs of a stigmatized attribute (Bos et al., 2013:3).  

3.1.2 Structural Stigma  
 
Structural stigma is defined on how institutions and societal ideologies maintain or            
aggravate a stigmatized status. Structures in society promoting stigma differ          
cross-culturally and historically. In a country like Brazil, with the highest number of             
Catholics in the world, religion is deeply rooted in their culture, heavily influencing and              
affecting society. The non-discrimination laws as well as the freedom of religion is             
something people use against each other (Bos et al., 2013:4; Human Rights Watch,             
2018:1). People use it in a way where the resistance to discriminate and stigmatize the               
LGBTQ+ community across Brazil lies in the thought that “religious exemptions [are]            
not born of a neutral concern with religious liberty” (Human Rights Watch, 2018:6). 

3.1.3 Stigma by Association 
 
Stigma by association suggests that stigma does not only affect the one possessing the              
attribute contributing to stigmatization, but also the surrounding people such as friends,            
family, caregivers etc. Stigma by association is the same as Goffman’s (1963) courtesy             
stigma which calls for social and psychological backlash to people associated with a             
stigmatized person, but is now commonly known as stigma by association (Goffman,            
1963; Bos et al., 2013:4). The individuals who do not possess a stigmatized attribute are               
repeatedly devalued because of their association with the ‘attribute’, such as someone in             
the trans community. Studies show that the idea of stigma by association affects the              
people connected to those individuals with a stigmatized attribute in terms of lower             
self-esteem and psychological distress by hiding their relationship to a stigmatized           
co-worker or family member. While not just hiding their own relationship, many in             
connection to stigmatized individuals encourage them to hide their attribute to the world             
(Bos et al., 2013:4). In this case that would mean hiding from identifying as someone               
from the trans community. 
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3.1.4 Self-Stigma 
 
Self-stigma may result from awareness of public stigma since people holding a            
stigmatized attribute are aware of the social devaluation in connection to their attributes.             
All types of stigma have shown to include destructive consequences for the well-being of              
a stigmatized person, specifically physiologically. Self-stigma along with public stigma          
and stigma by association has mental, emotional and behavioral aspects which work both             
from a straightforward and an inherent level. There are three ways that self-stigma affects              
an individual: (1) enacted stigma, the negative treatment of a stigmatized individual; (2)             
felt stigma, the experience or prospect the stigmatized individual faces because of his or              
her attribute; (3) internalized stigma, the outcome that stigma has negatively, affecting            
psychological distress and self-worth (Bos et al., 2013:3). 
 
Self-stigma mentions the degree to which a person chooses to ‘pass’ as ‘normal’, which              
in this case means not transitioning or ‘coming out’ as trans. Just like any other type of                 
stigma, it is grounded in the theory of power relations in society. In the case of a trans                  
individual acting ‘normal’ it implies that heterosexuals and cisgender individuals hold a            
greater power than those who do not identify as such. This includes disadvantages and              
less access to income, housing status, education, valued resources, less control over their             
own fate and psychological well-being (Herek, 2007:2; Bos et al., 2013:3; Link and             
Phelan, 2001:371). There is a constant fear of being discovered, impacting the mental             
health of the stigmatized individual. Along with this are concerns on who to tell, and               
whether to tell at all. In the case of this study that means that anybody not identifying as                  
heterosexual and/or cisgender falls under this ‘category’. People that are openly part of             
the LGBTQ+ community tend to experience less or no anxiety of ‘disclosure concerns’             
instead they face the possibility of being discredited by others (Bos et al., 2013:3).  
 

3.2 Status Loss and Discrimination  
 
Adding to the manifestations by Pryor and Reeder (2011) in Bos et al’s. (2013) article,               
Link and Phelan (2001) discusses the importance of highlighting the interrelation           
between stigmatization, status loss and discrimination. The reason for this is because            
most academic definitions of stigma does not include status loss and discrimination (Link             
and Phelan, 2001:370). Stigmatization leads people to experience status loss and           
discrimination because of added elements such as stereotyping, separation and labeling           
which all co-occur in a power situation, especially in a work environment.  
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3.2.1 Status Loss  
Status loss discusses the status of a person's hierarchy, and how hierarchical placement in              
general has a downward placing as a result of negative labeling and stereotyping.             
Previously conducted research in smaller groups of strangers display that external           
attributes such as gender and race shape the hierarchy even though the external attribute              
has nothing to do with the task that is asked to perform. Therefore, positions of power are                 
less likely to be attained by an individual that faces stigmatization solely based on their               
attribute. Men are more likely to obtain a higher position since they are more talkative               
and more accepted than others, giving them a higher chance to be voted for a superior                
position by the group leader. In this context, women therefore are less likely to obtain a                
powerful status. By combining the attribute of gender with the external attribution of a              
stigmatized individual such as a trans person, it shows that people that are devalued in               
society are more likely to have a downward hierarchical placement in smaller groups.             
Even though inequalities occur within the group there are no signs of discrimination that              
would be noticeable to the casual bystander. The participants in the group create their              
own performance expectations that an observer does not see. Status loss may also affect              
the social attractiveness of the individual in terms of business and community activities;             
therefore a lower hierarchical placement may have an overflow of negative effects on all              
types of opportunities in life (Link and Phelan, 2001:371, 373).  
 

3.2.2 Discrimination  
 
According to the theory by Link and Phelan (2001) there are two different types of               
discrimination: individual discrimination and structural discrimination.  
 
Individual discrimination is based on stereotypes and how a person is rejected from a job               
application, or refused to rent an apartment solely based on stereotyping the individuals             
attribute. Research on stigma needs to understand that the process of labeling and             
stereotyping people eventually leads to social inequalities in life (Link and Phelan,            
2001:372).  
 
Structural discrimination is based on targeting a group of people as a whole, such as the                
LGBTQ+ community for example, even in the absence of preconception or           
discrimination on the individual level. The structure of stigmatization surrounding the           
person leads the individual to be exposed which maintains a downward spiral of             
stigmatization followed by discrimination. It correlates to how a single person’s actions            
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based on attributes such as gender or race opens up for structural discrimination . The              14

unconscious structural stigma leads people to be recipients of structural discrimination.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

14 Example: If an employer confides in a coworkers recommendations (most often a white cisgendered male), it is 
most likely that the next person getting hired fits the same category of the person (Link and Phelan, 2001:372-373). 
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4. Methodology 
 

4.1 Research design  
To understand the complexity of stigmatization and discrimination towards trans people           
in Brazil, this thesis is based on qualitative research focusing on getting a rich, in-depth               
understanding of both the social world and social life when studying the trans             
community. It focuses on words and feelings rather than numbers while collecting data             
partly in a natural setting (Stewart-Withers et al., 2014:59; Bryman, 2012:380).           
Therefore, the purpose of the study is not to generalize, but rather to understand that the                
answers from the participants are unique for this study.  
 
The research was implemented by using a single case study to get a comprehensive              
understanding of stigma and discrimination against trans people in a naturalistic setting,            
by systematically gathering information from extensive sources to grasp how the case of             
Brazil functions (Bryman, 2012:66-67; Berg, 2001:225).  

4.2 The Study  
Between January and March 2020, I lived in Brazil where I had an internship at the                
Swedish Embassy in Brasília. During the internship I got the opportunity to attend             
various meetings and seminars with the EU delegation and the UN. It was during this               
time that I developed an interest for the topic this study focuses on, as well as gaining a                  
tremendous amount of knowledge on the subject and connections from the trans            
community. 
 
The interviews were conducted in April and May 2020 after returning back home from              
Brazil. The interviewees were distributed among seven Brazilian states and districts;           
Distrito Federal (DF) , São Paulo , Rio Grande do Sul , Rio Grande do Norte , Goiás ,              15 16 17 18 19

Rio de Janeiro and Minas Gerais . The study resulted in one in-depth interview via              20 21

15 In the city of Brasilia. Located in the central-west part of Brazil.  
16 Including individuals from the state as well as the city. 
17 The state located the furthest south in Brazil.  
18 Located in the north-eastern part of Brazil 
19 Located in the central-west part of Brazil. 
20 Located in the north-eastern part of Brazil 
21 Located in the north-eastern part of Brazil 
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email and 15 anonymous participants through the online questionnaire between the ages            22

15  to 42.  23

4.2.1 Sampling  
 
I met individuals during my time in Brazil that would guide me towards people part of                
the trans community that would possibly be willing to participate in the study. By using a                
snowballing method, I managed to contact people to interview with specific           
characteristics which in this case would be by identifying themselves as part of the trans               
community. The individuals identified themselves as either TGM or TGW or travesti, of             
all ages, located in the Federal District. These individuals then guided me towards other              
trans people located in Brazil (Scheyvens, 2014:45). 
 
When reaching out to individuals who do not work within the UN or any other               
intergovernmental bodies or the government, I approached people through LBGTQ+ and           
trans specific groups on Facebook describing the aim of my research asking for             
individuals to participate by answering a qualitative questionnaire. These participants          
then shared my information forward with people they know from the community to help              
me in trying to find more participants.  

4.3 Interviewing  
Considering that the aim of the research question is to understand how the trans              
community has experienced stigma and discrimination, interviewing as well as a           
qualitative questionnaire was the most suitable way of conducting the research           
(Stewart-Withers et al., 2014:65). In Brazil, the application WhatsApp is a common way             
of communicating, both informally and formally. While the form of communication with            
most of the participants was via email, a few of them were contacted through WhatsApp               
in order to obtain their email address.  
 
When I started this study, the plan was to conduct semi-structured interviews            
face-to-face. Since I had to leave Brazil abruptly because of COVID-19 I had to change               24

the method that was intended to be used. I decided to do semi-structured phone              
interviews instead and sent out emails asking people if they would be comfortable doing              
the interview via email. All participants declined to the phone interview but said they              
were happy to answer my questions through email or the qualitative questionnaire. All             

22 Interview list: see appendix 1 
23 Act on ethical review, § 18 states that children over 15 years of age who realize what the participation involves 
must be informed and can choose themselves if they consent to take part in the research (Codex, 2020). 
24 A pneumonia of unknown cause detected in Wuhan, China was first reported to the WHO Country Office in China 
on 31 December 2019 (WHO, 2020).  
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the people that participated in the interviews did so either through email or an anonymous               
qualitative questionnaire made via google, online. 
 

4.3.1 Email Interviews 
 
By conducting an in-depth interview via email, it made it easier to code the data and have                 
a clear overview of the answers. I had prepared an interview guide with the topics I                
wanted to cover for the interviews, as well as for the qualitative questionnaire (Bryman,              25

2012:473-474). Doing email interviews allows for theory-guided questions as well as           
giving the participant room to provide historical information on how they have been             
discriminated against throughout their lives (Cresswell, 2014:241). Participants could         
choose when to answer and return the questions back. More time was offered also              
because email interviews do not require transcription. In my case, I only had to translate               
it from Portuguese to English. However, a downside to interviewing via email is the time               
it sometimes takes to hear back from people. Some participants emailed me back within              
hours, while I heard back from others days later (declining an interview), slowing down              
the process (Halperin and Heath, 2012:270-271).  

4.3.2 Qualitative questionnaire 
 
By using an online qualitative questionnaire to reach out to more people, it also gave the                
participants a greater sense of anonymity. Since online based questionnaires are           
self-administrative and possible to do at any given time of the day, despite the time               
difference between Sweden and Brazil they suited the study and also gave people with no               
voice a chance to be heard. By randomly choosing people through a Facebook group it               
was easier to make general claims about how society and the community actually think              
(Halperin and Heath, 2012:231, 248). The qualitative questionnaire had structured          
questions but gave room for open ended answers, where I asked the participant to answer               
each question as comprehensive as possible which gave me enough material to expand             
the outcome of the study. Giving the participant room to answer freely crossed out              
random responses from people with no real opinions, instead they could just skip the              
question (Halperin and Heath, 2012:232).  

4.4 Working in a different language 
  
For this study I did not need a translator as I am a native Portuguese speaker, speaking                 
Portuguese from Portugal. All emails and questionnaires were written in Portuguese           

25 See Appendix 2  
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which ended up being more personal and easier for both myself and the participants              
because I did not have to be reliant on a translator. The interviews as well as the                 
questionnaire have been translated from Portuguese to English by me. During the            
translation process I translated the interviews so that they would fit the English language              
since it does not always sound correct translating Portuguese to English word by word.  

4.5 Data Analysis 
 
As for most qualitative research, the analysis did not follow a linear path, but included a                
lot of alteration in attention, going back and forth between data analysis, theories, and              
empirical material (Bryman, 2012:384). For this study I have chosen to use the Miles and               
Huberman (1994) framework based on data reduction, coding and drawing and verifying            
conclusions to analyze the data from both the interviews as well as the questionnaires. 
 
When reducing the data, I focused on simplifying the answers of the participants and              
simultaneously coding it into different categories while reflecting upon the answers           
given. After identifying themes and patterns while coding, I returned to the stigmatization             
theory to correlate the findings with the theory. By using emails and the answers from the                
questionnaire as the main method it simplified the data reduction as well as making it               
easier to analyze. During the analytical process I cross-checked the verdicts with other             
answers from respondents to validate my finding (Halperin and Heath, 2012:279-282).           
Since the theoretical understandings are based on how the participants understand and            
feel in the social world, the analysis followed an abductive reasoning (Bryman            
2012:401). 
 

4.6 Ethical Consideration 
 
Since the study could not be conducted in person, I asked the participants for their               
consent via email explaining the purpose and intended use of the research. I explained              
their right to confidentiality and anonymity, as well as having the right to withdraw from               
the study at any time, without further explanation needed. The participants were told to              
answer as much or as little as they would like and told to skip the questions they did not                   
feel comfortable answering. In the email I also mentioned the expected duration of             
answering the questions, both via email and the questionnaire. As a final note I voiced               
that if wanted, they would be given access to a summary of the findings of the study once                  
concluded (Banks & Scheyvens 2014:165-6). 
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4.6.1 Positionality and Ethics 
 
During the course of this research I have been an ‘outsider’ to the study, meaning that I                 
can hide behind my lack of expertise. Although I choose to see myself as an ‘outsider’                
there are always going to be ‘insider’ traits impossible to remove. These traits are              
influenced by discourse, culture, institutions and geopolitics. I am also located on the             
‘outside’ as a westerner studying the southern hemisphere. To display transparency, it is             
important to reflect upon my own positionality during this study (Kapoor, 2004:631,640;            
Sheyvens and McLennan, 2014). I recognize that the insider/outsider background might           
influence the research in many ways, although never intentionally. I have chosen to use a               
feminist writing style by writing this thesis in first person since I believe no one is                
objective, especially researching a topic related to struggles and social life that is colored              
by life experiences.  
 
In order to keep the participants anonymous, the names of each participant are not stated               
in the analysis. The age, gender identity and state will be mentioned to compare and               
analyze the findings. 

4.7 Limitations 
 
Since this research had a change of course, there are several factors that were added,               
contributing to limitations to the study that need to be addressed. Having to leave Brazil               
early because of COVID-19 limited me from getting to know the participants of the study               
by having face-to-face interviews which was the original plan. However, it does give me              
the opportunity to include people from other areas besides Brasília, DF. Having to shift              
from face-to-face interviews to emails and questionnaires limits the outcome of the study             
by not eliciting sufficiently deep qualitative data. Non-verbal expressions and pauses are            
very important in qualitative research but not possible due to the circumstances.            
(Stewart-Withers et al., 2014:63). A further limitation is that not all people are equally              
articulate in terms of writing, or might even be illiterate which further limits the outcomes               
of the answers by using email and questionnaires as the main methods (Bryman,             
2012:471; Cresswell, 2014:241-242).  
 
I speak Portuguese but I do so with an accent from Portugal and although the language is                 
the same, there are some linguistic differences that sometimes make it difficult to             
understand each other, limiting the language and sometimes making it time-consuming to            
translate. In Brazil they tend to use lots of slang and different words than I would use in                  
Portuguese from Portugal. 
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This research does not represent the entire trans community but, as an explorative case              
study it seeks to offer a perspective on the lived experiences of trans people regarding               
stigma and discrimination. The 16 people that have participated in the study have shared              
stories, memories and impressions that they wished to share with me. As such, the study               
cannot be generalized throughout the trans community and also differs depending on            
where in Brazil the individual is. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

25 



 

5. Analysis 
 
Drawing on the findings of the study, this chapter sets out to respond to the research                
question which asks: how the Brazilian trans community experiences stigma and           
discrimination in their everyday lives? The analysis will be based on the four             
manifestations of stigma, as well as status loss. Before diving into the analysis there              
needs to be an understanding that some of the answers in the different sections are               
intertwined and at times the expressed concerns of the respondents extend over several of              
the manifestations. Figure 2 in section 3 demonstrates this. I have analyzed the findings              
based on the manifestations of stigma by categorizing them into the different            
manifestations which are: self-stigma, stigma by association, public stigma and structural           
stigma as well as status loss. Since this is a qualitative study, the answers are going to be                  
nuanced and reflecting upon personal experiences, and do not represent the experiences            
of the entire trans community in Brazil.  

 

5.1 Self-Stigma and Internalized stigma 
 
Self-stigma is a result of the effects that stigma and discrimination have on an individual               
with a stigmatized attribute, specifically physiological effects. As part of the self-stigma,            
internalized stigma is one of three ways stigma affects people, which is the negative              
outcome of stigma affecting psychological distress and self-worth. 
 
Some participants stated they have been discriminated against, but they do not let it affect               
them. 
 

“In my opinion it only affects us if we allow it, as I know I am a strong and empowered 
woman, I do not let it affect me”. (16 year old transgender woman, Rio de Janeiro) 

 
In this quote, the participant shifts the focus from the person discriminating against them              
and puts it onto herself in an attempt to regain power and agency. Formulating the stigma                
as something that can be controlled depending on whether it is “allowed” by the              
individual being discriminated against is an attempt to stop the process of internalized             
stigma, since the stigmatized individual is rejecting the effects that stigma and            
discrimination have on them. Apart from not letting themselves become affected by other             
people's actions and words, some participants stated that they became good at hiding their              
feelings as a way of emulating apathy regarding discrimination towards them.  
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“I have a barrier, I even defend myself against things that aren’t necessary. But I think I 
also impose myself more, which is positive”. (29 year old transgender man, São Paulo) 

 
“I resigned myself and always started [over] again, cried at night and woke up smiling 

with the desire to beat these people”. (35 year old travesti, Rio Grande do Norte) 
 
This is also a tactic to cope with the inner struggles of self-stigma. Recognizing that the                
perpetrator of the discrimination intends on making you feel bad and then choosing to              
hide those feelings is an act of defiance. The response expressing the desire to “beat these                
people” by smiling is an example of this; exercising the agency to react the way you want                 
to discrimination even if you cannot control the discrimination itself. 
 
Many participants highlighted that stigma followed by discrimination has a significant           
mental impact. Both from a straightforward and from an inherent level. The participants             
that expressed mental impacts such as depression also stated having suicidal thoughts or             
attempting suicide.  

 
“I got depressed” (42 year old transgender woman, Goiás)  

 
“I got sick psychologically, I take medication for depression and generalized anxiety, 

sometimes I have night terror. [...] Recently I have been feeling weak again, with 
difficulties sleeping, because my mental health is increasingly weakened. I think about 
leaving, but I also have to think about my livelihood, and sometimes I think I hit rock 

bottom, I often think about dying, to end these situations that I live through”.  
(45 year old travesti, Minas Gerais)  

 
“I already attempted suicide”. (24 year old, transgender woman, Rio Grande do Sul) 

 
Posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) can develop after a person is exposed to a traumatic              
event such as discrimination, which not only affects a person mentally, but physically as              
well.  
 

“I got sick from post-traumatic stress, generalized anxiety and panic attacks. [I got] 
extremely low self-esteem” (30 year old transgender man, São Paulo) 

 
The mental and physical impacts of discrimination have economic and social           
consequences. Things such as holding down a job, maintaining relationships, or even            
feeding oneself can be impeded by the issues that arise due to stigma.  
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5.2 Stigma by Association  
 
Stigma by association focuses on the individuals close to somebody with a stigmatized             
attribute. Family, friends, coworkers etc, of people identifying as trans experience           
disapproval induced as an outcome of associating with stigmatized individuals which           
most of the time gets taken out on the trans person in question. In the following section                 
the findings on stigma by association and status loss are going to be presented, and how                
they are interconnected. 
 

5.2.1 Stigma by Association and Status loss in the workplace 
 
Stigma by association is also closely related to status loss in terms of trans individuals               
losing their job or their status in the workplace based on their gender identity. The reason                
for this is the company or employer constantly being afraid to be devalued as a result of                 
their association with a trans individual. 
 
Status loss is a very common theme, whether it be at work or in school among the                 
participants. Status loss can be visible, or it can be nonverbal. One participant, a 30 year                
old trans man from São Paulo stated that “[he] was dismissed from work after starting               
the transitioning process”. The same participant also stated that “[he] already lost            
business after clients found out [he] was trans”. This is not an uncommon situation based               
on the stories the participants have told. Based on stigmatization theory and how status              
loss can be combined with the findings at for example work, the trans person does not get                 
taken seriously about their gender identity.  
 
“A colleague touched my private parts claiming that I was not a man and had no balls”. 

 (30 year old transgender man, São Paulo) 
 

One of the participants, identifying as travesti, working as a teacher in the public sector in                
the state of Minas Gerais mentioned numerous occasions at work where she was             
discriminated against based on her gender identity, mainly by state workers. She was             
always very respected by coworkers, students and their parents and her gender identity             
was never an issue, not until the school director retired and a new director joined the team                 
and she experienced status loss based on her gender identity.  
 

“[T]he director retired and the teaching administration appointed a new director, who 
served until 2009 when he was removed from office for embezzlement of public money. In 

this complex process, the school received 3 mediators to hold a new election for the 
school management, where I was the most cited teacher to occupy the position. From 
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then on, the mediators started to follow me around the school, they even hid school 
documents accusing me of having stolen them. At the time I had not changed my [legal] 

documents and used my social name, they offended me by treating me as a man and not a 
woman. [...] [T]hey picked up a student at random and forced him to write a report 
saying that I sexually harassed him at school”. (45 year old travesti, Minas Gerais) 

 
In this quote the participant states that the mediators were willing to commit a crime to                
make her lose her job. This situation is based both in status loss and stigma by association                 
in which the participant lost her hierarchical status at work based on being trans while the                
mediators did not want to be associated with her, simply for being trans.  
 
Many of the stories told by the participants in this section are a combination of stigma by                 
association and status loss. People in close relationships to the participants have            
expressed hateful and discriminating thoughts as they did not wish to be associated with              
them. Since stigma by association explains how being trans also affects the people around              
them, in various negative ways. 

 
“In my work I clarified my identity [at the beginning] and they did NOT accept that "for 

the image [of the company]" (23 year old transsexual woman, State unknown). 
 

“At the age of 18, during my first work experience, handing out pamphlets at a stop 
signal, I was asked to leave [the job] by the owner of the company because it could get 

the company's name ‘dirty’”(35 year old travesti, Rio Grande do Norte) 
 
Since status loss and stigma by association is closely related to one another it is hard to                 
separate them. Instead, the situations the participants have disclosed fit into both of these              
and are interrelated. While the participants strictly mention status loss at work, it would              
be related to stigma by association based on the coworkers or supervisors feeling shame              
or fear on the person being trans, fearing it would negatively affect rather than benefit the                
company. 
 

5.2.2 Stigma by association in the family 
 
Throughout this study, discrimination based on stigma by association often occurs within            
families because the family members feel shame and do not want to be devalued based on                
a family member being trans.  
 

“I think that the family at first are very unfamiliar [with being trans] and even when 
trying to make an effort they end up being transphobic without realizing it”.  

(29 year old transgender man, São Paulo) 
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Many participants stated that they have been discriminated against by their families.            
However, only some participants elaborated on their answers.  
 
“There are no specific people [that discriminate]. I think families from the beginning are 

very strange about it and even when trying to strain themselves, they end up being 
transphobic without realizing it”. (29 year old transgender man, São Paulo).  

 
“When I’m with my mother and she treats me with contempt”  

(23 year old transsexual woman, State unknown).  
 

 
Getting discriminated against by family is a sensitive subject and I found that the              
majority of the participants mentioning it as the person or persons discriminating against             
them the most did not elaborate on how, instead they just stated that family was the                
biggest issue. A 16 year old transgender woman answered “My mom, in my own house”,               
not wishing to elaborate more. Similarly, when families discriminate against trans people            
based on their gender identity it is based on fear and ignorance impacting the participants               
mental health, which on the other hand also ties it into self-stigma.  

5.3 Public Stigma 
 
Public stigma highlights people’s social and psychological opinion to someone belonging           
to the trans community. It discusses the issue of ‘us’ and ‘them’. In this section of the                 
thesis, the analysis is going to focus on discrimination based on stigma from political              
leaders, the common practice of deadnaming and locations of public stigma.  

5.3.1 Public stigma from political leaders 
 
Another common theme among participants' responses was the perception that legislation           
does not work in practice. The reason for the lack of enforcement lays with a political                
elite that actively ignores the plight of transgender people. President Bolsonaro has not             
been shy when expressing his feelings towards the LGBTQ+ community. One participant            
stated that the legislations are not meant for the trans people of Brazil, but an effort for                 
Brazil to project a facade of good human rights to the rest of the world. 
 

“[T]he [legislations] are only "for [the] English [speaking world] to see". It is not the 
real purpose of the government to assure us, [the trans community] of something”.  

(29 year old transgender man, State of São Paulo) 
 

Conservative President Bolsonaro plays a major role in the current development of how             
non-trans individuals view the trans community as a whole. Previously mentioned           

 
 

30 



 

statements made by President Bolsonaro normalize stigmatization and discrimination         
against the LGBTQ+ community, expanding the fear and prejudice towards the           
community. This becomes clear when interviewing the participants.  
 

“[w]e had a great advance in the LGBT agenda with the Lula and Dilma rule, because 
they were a government that established a dialogue with the movement, today there is a 

setback, because of this conservative wave that is plaguing through the country.”  
(45 year old travesti, Minas Gerais) 

 
As well as another participant stating that:  
 

“[B]ecause the president is the first to state that discrimination is normal”.  
(35 year old travesti, Rio Grande do Norte) 

 
These quotes explain the participants experiences with Bolsonaro's language which          
normalizes stigma and discrimination. All people, whether transgender or cisgender, are           
affected by this. His language is a vivid example of the current backlash on legal               
institutions and legislation. It clearly demonstrates how the impact of having political            
leaders that do not care for the LGBTQ+ community worsens the situation.  

5.3.2 Common practices of public stigma: deadnaming 
 
Deadnaming is when a trans person is called by the name they no longer associate with                
that is connected to their assigned gender at birth. There is an ongoing issue of many                
trans people being denied the use of their social name that is stated on their identification                
card. A 29 year old transgender man stated that “[I cannot use] my social name that is on                  
my ID during medical consultations”. This further impacts the psychological health of            
the individual because they always have to prove their gender identity and are still              
discredited.  
 
While there are various situations where trans people are asked to show their             
identification card, they are still refused on the premises anyway.  
 

“At a party in my city every year there are arguments with the security guards for not 
respecting the gender identity of trans women and they want to search us, the party is 
called "Carnatal" and is the largest in the state, and I am not going because I got tired 

having to explain every time who I am, showing documents etc” 
 (35 year old travesti, Rio Grande do Norte) 

 
It is not just the identification card and social name that is an issue, some participants                
stated that they have been denied the use of their name even after changing it legally. The                 
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participants that have not changed their names legally, still go by their social names are               
still discriminated against based on appearances.  
 

“[T]hey don't respect my social name: Angela, but I have to respect when they tell me 
"[the] name that was never mine [to begin with]".  
(23 year old transsexual woman, State unknown) 

 
“[I was] declined [my] social name in almost all places of attempted use, prior to 

starting my hormone treatment” (30 year old transgender man, São Paulo) 
 

A participant voiced a specific incident where the bank would not accept the participants              
gender identity and the bank teller was not shy to express their feelings about it.  
 
“I went to open a bank account with my social name, instead they made a card with my 
civil name. In addition to this, the person who helped me do it was very uncomfortable”. 

(22 year old transgender woman, São Paulo) 
 
A name is crucial to our identities and when trans people are denied the use of their social                  
name, it is an indicator of being discriminated against based on their gender identity.              
They are being judged and treated based on whether they are ‘passing’ or the perception               
of their physical gender.  

 

5.3.2 Spaces of public stigma 
 
Many of the trans people participating in the study, do not feel safe when walking down                
the street or out in public. When asked about where they feel the most discriminated               
against, many participants simply answered, “the street” “society” and “by strangers on            
the street” while some elaborated their answers and gave examples of situations where             
they had been discriminated against.  
 
“And often on the streets, people [are] laughing at me and asking if I'm a girl or a boy”  

(15 year old transgender woman, São Paulo)  
 

“On the streets as well, walking, [the way I] dress, talk and [make] gestures”.  
(16 year old transgender woman, Rio de Janeiro) 

 
“Malicious looks, name calling [...] on town squares and public transportation”.  

(20 year old transgender woman, São Paulo) 
 

“I think that in the "outside world" things are worse [than in the family household]”.  
(29 year old transgender man, São Paulo) 
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“[G]oing out on the streets is often hell because you are not “passing” . Again people 26

see you with a disapproving look” (22 year old transgender woman, São Paulo)  
 

The trans community faces stigmatization and discrimination on a daily bases. Police            
officers are a common theme that is mentioned throughout the study in how trans people               
have been violated of their rights by officers.  
 

“[P]olicemen for not respecting my name and male pronoun while I asked for help for 
having my camera stolen at an event in the west [of Brazil], they even made fun of me.” 

(29 year old transgender man, São Paulo) 
 

The participants found it difficult to pinpoint just one place they found to be most               
discriminated against, instead they simply answered society or the street because that is             
where they meet the most strangers, discriminating against them based on appearances. In             
this section, the police are considered strangers since it is the individual police officer,              
and not the police as a whole that are the problem in this specific situation.  
 

5.4 Structural Stigma 
 

The final manifestation, structural stigma by Pryor and Reeder (2011) revised by Bos et              
al. (2013), is based on how institutions and societal ideologies cultivate and provoke a              
stigmatized attribute. Structural stigma happens over time and is correlated with the other             
three manifestations of stigma. Based on the answers in this study, there were some              
connections from the participants linking findings to structural stigma. While structural           
stigma can be tied into the research question, the formatting of the interviews made it               
difficult to further probe the answers. 
 
Only one participant mentioned the role of the church in trying to turn the participant               
from being part of the trans community to not being trans, differentiating itself from the               
group identity and theme of the findings of the study.  
 
“They already made a prayer circle to get the demon out of me using my registered [not 

social] name, with my family's permission” (30 year old transgender man, São Paulo) 
 

It was the shame of the family being associated with a trans person that was the                
underlying reason for practicing the ritual, the incident fitted best under the sub-heading             
of stigma by association, but since the root of the answer and the problem lies within an                 

26 Passing means that a trans person does not ‘look’ cisgendered and therefore does not ‘pass’ as the TGM, TGW or 
travesti they are.  
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institution, it suited best within structural stigma. The participant stated that the place that              
has been the most discriminating against them has been the church, also stating that the               
worst discriminators have been religious leaders. This is based in the prejudice and fear              
of being part of the LGBTQ+ community, and the fact that Brazil has the largest catholic                
population in the world.  

 
The statements made by President Bolsonaro fit well into public stigma since it is his               
personal opinions and not the government as a whole. On the other hand, some              
participants stated that policy makers in Brazil need to improve as well as enforcing              
consequences for the crimes committed, based on the current legislations. Most of the             
TGW participating in the study highlighted the lack of consequences there are for crimes              
against the trans community. There is no law against mental abuse, only physical abuse.  
 
“[T]here are laws against violence but many people are still practically mentally bullied, 

which is not a crime but as far as i know the laws that work are against physical 
aggression”. (22 year old transgender woman, State of São Paulo)  

 
According to some participants, there are not any consequences followed by a crime             
against a trans person. 

 
“[P]eople continue to discriminate against [trans] people for being who they are, and 

without "paying" anything for it …”  
(19 year old transgender woman, State of São Paulo) 

 
TGW are paying the price most of the time, and authorities choose to look the other way. 
 

“ I have seen many cases of girls who were beaten and died but nothing was done for 
them.” (15 year old transgender woman, State of São Paulo) 

 
In these quotes, the participants manage to shift the focus from the person committing the               
crime to the authorities and the government for not ensuring consequences for the crimes              
committed.  

 
When analyzing the findings of the study, the correlation between them and the structural              
stigma was the most interesting finding, seeing how the different manifestations were            
very clear in each answer from the participants. Although most participants had found             
themselves discriminated against and felt stigmatized, three participants stated that they           
have never been discriminated against. A key finding in the analysis is the impact stigma               
has on discrimination and how a stigmatized attribute impacts not only the stigmatized             
person, but also the people around them. Although family members and friends of the              
participants were discriminating against someone close to them, it affects both sides of it.  
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6. Conclusion 
 
The purpose of this study was to gain a deeper understanding of the situation currently in                
Brazil related to trans rights in terms of stigma and discrimination. Reviewing the             
research question, it asks how the Brazilian trans community experiences stigma and            
discrimination in their everyday lives. This study found that the majority of the             
participants, all except three, have experiences some sort of discrimination based on a             
manifestation of stigma sometime during their lifetime. Combining this with status loss in             
the workplace, it is clear that there are still serious economic, political, social, and              
personal issues affecting the transgender community. 
 
Each manifestation showcased various occasions where the participants had experienced          
some type of stigma, and for each manifestation there was an overall theme following.              
Self-stigma showed that many of the participants have suffered from mental health            
problems but also display how they are not letting themselves get affected by the hate               
they are receiving. Stigma by association, as well as status loss presents findings on how               
the majority of the participants have suffered from a hierarchical downward placement            
based on their attribute and how the company or clients no longer want to be associated                
with them in fear of being devalued, the same goes for family. Public stigma shows that                
the participants major forms of discrimination have been from political leaders, the            
practice of deadnaming and in society as a whole. Structural stigma demonstrates how             
the participants feel about the current situation in Brazil concerning the rights of the trans               
community. They feel there needs to be more consequences following a crime, as well as               
better regulations.  
 
All four manifestations are interrelated with one another making it hard to categorize             
each manifestation into a single group. The ones that have been categorized in this study               
have been so because the answer is clear although the underlying issue of the answer               
might be related to another manifestation.  

 

6.1 Suggestions for future research 
 
Throughout the course of this study, various gaps were found. There are few in-depth              
studies on the lived experiences of the trans community in Brazil, most studies found are               
focused on the northern hemisphere and on gay cisgender men. This study finds that              
experiences of stigma and discrimination happen to the majority of the participants, but             
there is not enough being done about reducing stigma and discrimination in Brazilian             
society. There is a need to expand the research and find the interrelationship between              
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structural stigma and discrimination among the trans community in Brazil and reducing            
public stigma though policies and interventions . Research could benefit from studies           27

showing a more comprehensive study on trans individuals throughout Brazil, including           
more participants from various states to show a more versatile experience on stigma and              
discrimination. There is an issue in the LGBTQ+ community on which voices are being              
heard and therefore studies with the communities own perspectives on the issue are             
suggested. Some of the themes emerging from this study that would be interesting to do               
further research on how LGBTQ+ rights and trans legislation do not work in practice.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

27 See appendix 5 
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Appendix 1: Interview list 
 

Names not mentioned for anonymity. 
 
Qualitative online questionnaire: 
 

1. 26, transgender man, São Paulo,  
2. 22, transgender woman, São Paulo  
3. 30, transgender man, São Paulo 
4. 29, transgender man, São Paulo 
5. 35, transgender woman, São Paulo 
6. 24, transgender woman, Rio Grande do Sul 
7. 20, transgender woman, São Paulo 
8. 19, transgender woman, São Paulo 
9. 16, transgender woman, Rio de Janeiro 
10. 35, travesti, Rio Grande do Norte 
11. 34, transgender woman, São Paulo 
12. 41, transgender woman, Goiás 
13. 15, transgender woman, São Paulo  
14. 23, transgender woman, state unknown 
15. 42, transgender woman, Goiás  

 
In-depth interview via email: 
 

16. 45, travesti, Minas gerais  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

43 



 

Appendix 2: Interview Guide 
 
Original in Portuguese. 
Idade 

Em que cidade você mora? 

Raça 

Como você se identifica em relação ao seu gênero? 

Como você se identifica em relação à sua sexualidade? 

Você já sofreu algum tipo de discriminação? 

De que maneira? Dê até 5 exemplos e explique-os da maneira mais completa possível 

Como isso afetou sua vida? 

Onde você se sente mais discriminado? 

Quando você se sente mais discriminado? 

Com quem sofreu mais discriminação? 

O Brasil tem direitos LGBT e leis anti-discriminação bastante rígidos. Você acha que as leis funcionam 
na prática? Sim ou Não e porquê? 

 
Translated to English. 
Age 

What city do you live in? 

Race 

How do you identify in relation to your gender? 

How do you identify in relation to your sexuality? 

Have you ever suffered some kind of discrimination? 

If yes, how so? Please mention up to 5 examples as detailed as possible. 

How did it affect your life? 

Where have you felt the most discriminated against? 

When have you felt the most discriminated against? 

Who has discriminated against you the most? 

Brazil has fairly strict LGBTQ+ right and anti-discrimination laws. Do you think the legislations work in 
practice? Yes or no, and why? 
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Appendix 3: Transgender rights and legislations 
over time 
 
In 1988 the Brazilian Federal Constitution was written, which strengthened public policy            
and living conditions for the LGBTQ+ community because of movements and actions led             
and taken by LGBTQ+ activists (Monteiro and Brigeiro, 2019:2). In 1997 gender            
confirmation surgery (GCS) was still illegal in Brazil, it was not until 2008 that the               
government made GCS official, implementing the so-called ‘Processo Transexualizador’         
[Transsexualization process] through the unified health system in Brazil, making five           
hospitals qualified  (Rossi and Novaes, 2015).  28

 
To be eligible for the free GCS as of 2008 the person has to provide the medics with a                   
court order even though it counts as a basic medical right. As of 2013 the surgery is no                  
longer an exclusive treatment target only for TGM or TGW, but also includes travesti              
that are only interested in hormones and implants (Monteiro and Brigeiro, 2019:2). It was              
not until 2015 that a trans person could legally change their name in Brazil, given that                
they have undergone GCS. To do so they need to provide the court with at least two                 
medical reports attesting that the person is in fact a TGM or a TGW and has lived their                  
lives as such for a significant amount of time, it does not specifically say how long.                
Combined with the doctor’s notes they must also show proof in form of documents such               
as photos and letters from friends and family stating that the trans person they know               
actually presents themselves as trans (Rossi and Novaes, 2015; Falcão, 2009). As of             
2009, trans people are also able to change their name and sex change in their birth                
certificates, before this it was only noted in the notary’s books (Abreu, 2019). In 2011 the                
National Policy for Comprehensive LGBTQ+ health was issued allowing progress in           
caring for the trans community in relation to a guaranteed use of the individuals legal               
name as well as over-medication. The over-medication is related to individuals who            
decide to undergo CGS and how it correlates with their actual experience (Monteiro and              
Brigeiro, 2019:2). It is problematic that in order for someone to legally change their              
name they are forced to undergo surgery. It is inhumane and unethical to assume that               
genitalia determines someone's gender. Most of the TGM, TGW and travesti already go             
by their name before the legal name change.  
 

28 Hospital das Clínicas, Universidade Federal de Goiás; Hospital de Clínicas de Porto Alegre; Pedro Ernesto 
University Hospital, State University of Rio de Janeiro; USP Medical School Foundation; and Hospital das Clínicas, 
Federal University of Pernambuco (UFPE). 
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An important milestone in Brazil was the 2004 program ‘Brasil sem Homofobia’ [Brazil             29

without homophobia] that interconnected organized civil society as well as ministries and            
the government promoting for LGBTQ+ people including education, work and health for            
people to pay attention to the ongoing issue on homo (and trans) phobia (Monteiro and               
Brigeiro, 2019:2). It was not before 2019 that homophobia and transphobia was            
criminalized in Brazil, under the existing racism law while they work on a separate law               30

specifically for homo- and transphobia (Câmara dos Deputados, 2019; Supremo Tribunal           
Federal, 2019). 
 
Brazil is a leader in being vocal in questions and concerns focusing on LGBTQ+ rights.               
Since 2003 they have signed and/or drafted every single resolution to intergovernmental            
bodies such as the UN. Some of which have been withdrawn while others have been               
approved. In 2003 the draft resolution on ‘Human rights and sexual orientation’            
protecting and promoting LGBTQ+ rights was sent to the UN but it was never discussed               
and later withdrawn in 2005 (Nogueira, 2017:550). The ‘Brazilian resolution’ proposition           
in 2004 stating non-discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender identity was            
promoted by Brazil to the UN but was withdrawn in 2005 because of strong opposition               
from the Organization of Islamic Conference and the Holy see. Nevertheless it helped             
strengthen and shape upcoming strategies for confronting various UN political bodies           
(Rosenberg, 2009:17). In 2008 Brazil drafted and promoted one of the most important             
resolutions to this day named ‘statement on human rights, sexual orientation and gender             
identity’(17/19). Brazil promoted it during the 60th anniversary of the Declaration of            
Human Rights as well as at the Organization of American States (OAS). In 2011 the               
UNHRC adopted the resolution making it the first document concerning human rights to             
be approved by a UN body focusing on LGBTQ+ rights. It was drafted in cooperation               
with Brazil (Nogueira, 2017:551; Monteiro and Brigeiro, 2019:2) The OAS general           
assembly approved of the first international treaty mentioning the rights and protection of             
the LGBTQ+ community in 2013 called the ‘Inter-American Convention Against all           
forms of Discrimination’ (Nogueira, 2017:551). 

 
A national plan was launched in 2009 centered on the promotion of LGBT rights such as                
education and health, inclusion of sexual and gender diversity in the labor market and              
teaching institutions. It was a response to demands by social movements from across             
Brazil. It was around this time that the LGBTQ+ pride parade became a mass event with                
people from the LGBTQ+ community circulating freely in public and gaining recognition            
in social media (Monteiro and Brigeiro, 2019:2). The Brazilian pride celebration has            
grown to be the biggest in the world (BBC, 2013). 
 

29 Brasil sem Homofobia (program), 2004, Ministério de Saúde, 
http://bvsms.saude.gov.br/bvs/publicacoes/brasil_sem_homofobia.pdf  
30 Law: (Lei 7.716/1989) available on:  http://www.planalto.gov.br/ccivil_03/leis/l7716.htm 
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Lei Maria da Penha from 2006 which is a law punishing partners for domestic violence               31

against women has been ranked one of the top three legislations in the world in terms of                 
domestic violence. In 2018 an unprecedented decision by the Federal District Court            
indicated that cases of domestic violence against trans women can be prosecuted at the              
Court of Domestic and Family Violence against Women, covered by the protective            
measures provided for in the law. As of 2019 TGW and anyone identifying themselves as               
female falls under the same category and has the right to get help (Presidência da               
República, 2006; Spbancarios, 2020; Senado Federal, 2019).  
 
In 2019 the ICD-11 by the World Health Organization (WHO) had its first revision              32

since 1990. It got approved but the full implementation will not be finalized until 2022. In                
the new, and 11th revision the mental disorder stigma of belonging to the LGBTQ+              
community has been removed, instead it is under the paragraph related to sexual health              
stating that “Gender incongruence is characterized by a marked and persistent           
incongruence between an individual’s experienced gender and the assigned sex. Gender           
variant behavior and preferences alone are not a basis for assigning the diagnoses in this               
group about trans people” (WHO, 2019; Seminar, 2019). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 

31 LEI Nº 11.340, DE 7 DE AGOSTO DE 2006 
32 International Classification of Diseases 11th Revision available on: https://icd.who.int/en 
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Appendix 4: Timeline 
Timeline over legislations and LGBTQ+ rights in Brazil 1988-2019 
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Appendix 5: Stigma reduction  
 

Looking at the findings from this study, there is a clear structural issue on stigma and                
discrimination. However, for many stigma interventions there is a deficiency in the sound             
theory and methodology on the issue (Link and Phelan, 2001:6). In 2016, the National              
Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine released an article named Ending           
Discrimination Against People with Mental and Substance Use Disorders: The Evidence           
for Stigma Change focusing on different ways to reduce stigmatization in society.            
Combining findings with four various ways of reducing stigma will briefly be discussed             
in this paragraph.  
 
The first step to reduce stigma would be to incorporate mental health literacy programs              
early in school which has been proven successful and is a common educational system in               
the United States. Various health professionals and policy makers have stressed the            
importance of addressing mental health early in school while children are young            
(Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2016:72-73).  
 
Secondly, there needs to be policy changes and better legislation, even though Brazil has              
made tremendous progress towards LGBTQ+ rights, there still needs to be some policy             
improvements. Civil Rights Act of 1964 in the United States, which prohibited            
discrimination by race, color, religion, and national origin in all public accommodations            
showed a significant improvement during the time of implementation, because there were            
consequences following a crime, something that Brazil lacks in (Academies of Sciences,            
Engineering, and Medicine, 2016:77).  
 
Third is educating adults. Generally there are seminars aimed on fighting public stigma             
available for adults, which has been found to be effective in reducing self-stigma. It has               
also proven to boost self-esteem as an element of cognitive and behavioral therapy, and              
it also improves stress management (Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine,           
2016:69-70).  
 
Lastly, in most cases people with stigmatized attributes have little meaningful contact            
with others sharing their attributes. While that might be true for some people, it is not for                 
others. For the people that lack this meaningful contact, it can trigger fear, discomfort and               
distrust. In contact-based behavioral health anti-stigma interventions people identifying         
as part of a stigmatized group such as having a mental illness or in this case, identifying                 
as trans, have the chance to meet others with lived experiences sharing their attributes.              
The idea of doing this is to reduce public stigma on a person to person basis but “have                  
also been shown to benefit self-stigma by creating a sense of empowerment and boosting              
self-esteem” (Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2016:73). 
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