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Introduction:  

Across the world and throughout history, the LGBTQ+* community has suffered 

discrimination in forms ranging from social alienation and bullying to outright internment and 

abuse within concentration camps. While the world has made progress in accepting people of 

“non-standard” sexuality and gender identity, greater effort could be made. The United States, a 

country founded upon a rhetoric of freedom, has only recently seen significant improvement in 

the social climate for LGBTQ+ people. Surprisingly, this tendency holds true even among the 

generally more liberal youth. Such observations were the inspiration for my research project.  

While my research was primarily centered around the perception and legal equality of 

LGBTQ+, I feel that awareness of this specific social topic can provide additional insight into the 

factors dictating acceptance of other minority groups. As turbulence continually increases in the 

global fight for social equality, it’s crucial that people be conscious of their community’s broad 

views of minorities. The greatest, most destructive component of hate is blatant ignorance. Being 

knowledgeable of the people surrounding you is helpful in itself, but awareness of other parts of 

the world can provide context that only expands your open-mindedness.  

Being a nexus of metropolitan culture and somewhat differing socially from the United 

States, France poses as an opportune insight into the cultural influences upon treatment of 

diverse minority groups. Both countries have shared considerable historical ties and have 

developed as close allies. However, the geographical separation and philosophical dichotomy of 

*An umbrella term for the gay community meaning: lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, 
plus 
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the two countries lends to an effective crucible for comparison. Also noteworthy is France’s 

status as being considered one of the most gay-friendly nations in the world. Taking these 

similarities and differences into account, my project was able to benefit from France’s cultural 

richness. 

Considering the nature of my research topic, it would be impossible to cover every facet 

of the complex machine that is social standing. In addition, every person could provide endless 

reasoning for their opinions and countless stories of their experiences. Despite this, it’s my hope 

that my small findings provoke deeper thought into the subject of LGBTQ+ equality. 

Supplemented by prior research into this history of LGBTQ+ rights in France, my study 

consisted of interviews, observation, and simple discussion; these methods yielded surprisingly 

clear results that showed favor of the gay community in the country. 

 

History and Preliminary Findings:  

Just as in nearly every place across the world, the development of gay rights in France 

has been a process many centuries in the making. The nature of history causes it to be ingrained 

within society, affecting the outcomes of today. Because members of the queer community have 

commonly been seen as offensive, different, or sinful, these people have experienced a difficult 

journey in gaining relative equality. This path began with strict laws mandating execution and 

has presently led to hopeful legal equalization, such as marriage rights.  

Early prospects for the queer community did not bode well in either country. Sodomy, 

usually defined as any non-procreative or non-standard sex act, was a heinous crime in 

pre-revolution France. As stated before, the law called for execution of those found guilty of this 
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transgression, which especially affected gay men. This is a parallel to the early United States 

(18th - 19th centuries), where similar acts were punishable offenses. Crossdressing was treated as 

harshly in America, indicating early attitude toward transgender individuals. Conditions 

remained stagnant until the 20th century for the United States, but France had some turbulence 

with stipulations for the age of consent being changed, later targeting homosexuals. It wasn’t 

until 1982 that the age of consent was equalized for homosexual relationships.  

Moving into less distant years, resistance to oppression began to coalesce. Little other 

progress was made for France during the early 20th century, though visibility for the LGBTQ+ 

community saw expansion, with the first homosexual group in France, Arcadie, being formed. 

During the second half of the century, however, several gay advocate groups formed, attempted 

to gain strength, and eventually dissolved. Some demonstrations flared in this era, but were 

generally extinguished. In 1988, André Labarrère came out as gay, and was the first parliament 

member to do so. A form of domestic partnership was subsequently legalized in 1999, opening 

new avenues for gay couples. The United States passed a more grim time period, with the 

famous Stonewall riots and discriminatory “Don’t ask, don’t tell” policy of the US military. 

Already, a division was materializing between France and the United States in the realm of 

LGBTQ+ freedom and recognition. 

As more recent times have shown, the LGBTQ+ community may soon see exceptionally 

improved equality. Following years of protest and effort, same-sex marriage was finally 

legalized in France in 2013. Similarly, the United States Supreme Court ruled in favor of 

same-sex marriage in 2016. However, marriage equality does not mark the end of the gay rights 

movement by any means. Every day, there are continual battles against discrimination in the 
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workplace or otherwise. Though they are technically a minority, gay, white males enjoy a better, 

safer environment in their day-to-day lives than do women, queer people of color, or transgender 

individuals. With governmental administration shifts taking place in both the United States and 

France, the status of LGBTQ+ people is frighteningly up for question.  

Evolving from rather different origins, both countries are approaching common ground 

for LGBTQ+ rights. Advancing from incrimination and murder, gay people can now enjoy a 

relatively egalitarian lifestyle while being open about sexuality or gender identity. Although, this 

is true, discrimination remains as a prominent threat to the community. Even if they may 

manifest as a less favorable job offer or yelled slurs on the street, malevolent intentions are 

evidence of a venomous society. History reveals the truth of the matter: rights are not necessarily 

equivalent to fair treatment.  

 

Research Methods:  

Delving into a rather broad topic, I had to be at ease with limited information and outlets 

for research. I was able to gather a great deal of observations from our excursion in France, but 

these points may only hold a glimpse into the tangled social structure of the country, due to the 

brevity of our trip. Objectivity was a constant goal in my mind, as I realize that research should 

be scientific in approach rather than deriving from personal passion. As I attempted to maintain 

this mentality during our two weeks in Picardy, I still remained acutely aware of minute social 

cues and seemingly insignificant factors that affect the LGBTQ+ community, even if they were 

conveyed on a barely conscious scale. Some of my other observations came from more 

prominent sources, such as focused conversation, interviews, and surveys on the subject. Things 
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like posters, advertisements, and other mentions of the gay community helped me to understand 

the scale of LGBTQ+ visibility in France. My wonderful host family was considerate enough to 

take me through some areas of Le Marais, a historical district of Paris known for its richness of 

LGBT culture. This experience, as well as day journeys to other cities, provided a more broad 

context for me to base my research off of.  

 

My Findings:  

If I had not been to France with the intent of completing this research, it still would have 

been nearly impossible to disregard the startling contrast between the United States and France in 

the overarching mood toward the queer community. Because I identify as a member of the 

LGBTQ+ community, it’s doubtless that my perceptions are geared to notice such things. In 

spite of this, evidence shows the obvious higher level of freedom for gay people in France, as 

compared to the United States. Progressive legal standing, a highly accepting general mood 

toward LGBTQ+ people, and an impressive level of integration of these people into society were 

some of the primary factors leading me to my claim: the queer community in France lives among 

a more peaceful, free atmosphere. 

As outlined in the previous section concerning queer history in France, this country was 

able to bring relative legal equality to LGBTQ+ people (at least in the realm of same-sex 

couples) much more quickly than the United States. The Pacte civil de solidarité (PACS) 

originally introduced same-sex domestic partnership into the law in 1999, with marriage 

officially becoming legalized in 2013. In an interview with a teacher from the Lycée Européen, I 

was told that PACS passed with few protests. This mentor also spoke to me of discrimination 
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rights concerning sexual orientation and identity in the workplace, which are nationally 

implemented in France. Such discriminatory acts are strictly prohibited by law, but often go 

unchecked. The United States experiences similar occurrences; in addition, discrimination rights 

are not guaranteed on a nationwide basis, with each state having its own regulations concerning 

the same type of liberties. Political opposition to queer rights in France stems from similar 

ideological stances as in the the United States. Reasoning for restriction of  LGBT rights is 

normally along the lines of protection for children and traditionality of marriage. These opinions 

are often summed as a conservative family view. 

While legal standing is an important facet of equality, it is only that: one aspect of a 

complex issue. The bulk of life for an LGBTQ+ person will revolve less around problems of the 

law, and more around how they are commonly treated by people due to their identity. Because I 

spent most of my time in the French equivalent of a high school, most of my understandings 

relate to younger people approaching adulthood. As I conducted my research or even just met 

people in the lycée, I found that a surprising number of the French students were openly 

enthusiastic and supportive of my project. One girl who I was able to briefly speak with told me 

that she was completing a similar study for her BAC. It was rare for me to interpret a student as 

being uncomfortable with the topic of gay rights and perception, though this did happen on 

occasion. Most of these students were actually heterosexual, yet still advocated and took more 

than a passive stance on gay rights. This is a noticeable difference to my school in the United 

States, where LGBTQ+ advocacy is mostly limited to the community itself. The higher age range 

of the students in the school had a great impact on the ability of LGBTQ+ students to express 

themselves freely. According to several gay and lesbian students I spoke to, as well my 
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previously mentioned mentor, the improved maturity of the older students within the school 

allowed for a more accepting attitude than in the middle school equivalent, collège. LGBT 

students weren’t completely obscure in the school, but didn’t belong to any organizations such as 

the Gay Straight Alliances often found in American high schools. 

Outside of the educational environment, queer people generally become more intertwined 

with their sexuality as they grow older. French people are usually discreet about romantic and 

sexual life, and this holds true both in and out of the LGBTQ+ community. While this may be 

the common mentality, simply holding an identity considered as nonstandard can draw 

discrimination. For example, the school mentor told me that insults, rudeness, and abuse often 

occur for outed gay individuals, especially in the area of sports. Sports in both the United States 

and France are often subject to hypermasculine tendencies and can therefore place LGBTQ+ 

individuals into a sphere of ostracization. This is not only applicable to gay men, but every queer 

member of society, as narrow-minded, cisgender, heterosexual people often feel discomforted by 

the presence of LGBTQ+ people in a tightknit group. Social inequity is is on the decline in both 

countries. People are more open to and understanding of sexuality among their peers. I learned 

that, as in the United States, openness often correlates with age; older people tend to have a more 

difficult time coming to terms with the expanding image of LGBTQ+ society, while youths are 

often accepting and even identify as queer more often.  

Like legal equality and perception, visibility plays a key role in improving equal 

opportunity for all kinds of minority groups. Considering that there aren’t any true “straight 

advocacy” groups, it’s difficult to explain the need for LGBTQ+ organizations in our lives. 

These types of groups provide a voice for underrepresented people in government, community, 
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and life in general. Pride in sexual and gender identity is not something that can be erased by 

acceptance, simply because of the scars of the past. I was told several times that LGBTQ+ people 

are very integrated into French culture, referring to effects such as those of French philosophy 

upon privacy. This phenomenon results in a less visible gay community in the country. 

Advocacy groups, pride events, and social establishments are simply less common than they are 

in the United States, despite a better level of allowance for the queer community. My 

observations included a few ads for gay dating networks in the Paris metro, occasional pride flag 

stickers marking gay-friendly shops, and same-sex couples sometimes casually appearing in 

televised media. Le Marais, though it is seen as a gay district, seemed mostly empty of obvious 

same-sex couples. In the United States, primarily queer areas are often dominated by same-sex 

couples, LGBT-friendly gathering places, and stores aimed at this community.  

The surveys which I distributed were made up of a few simple questions regarding 

opinion on the gay community, support of gay marriage, comfort in speaking about sexuality, 

identity, and religious affiliation. Answers to these surveys were overwhelmingly consistent, 

with few deviating from the others. Most students indicated that they viewed gay people as being 

normal members of society, deserving of acceptance. The few that answered otherwise simply 

stated that they had no opinion, but did not think negatively of the LGBTQ+ community. In 

regards to same-sex marriage, the same trends appeared. Only two out of twenty-five surveys 

returned to me showed that a student identified as something other than heterosexual. Among 

these students, three stated that they are Muslim, ten as nondenominational or atheist, and the 

remaining twelve as Christian (including Catholic, Baptist, and non-practicing). 
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Other Notes: 

Unfortunately, it seems as though all world history is dominated by the white male. This 

is true even in the LGBTQ+ community, which takes pride in its acceptance of all individuals. 

Rights and history concerning this group of people have been almost exclusively favorable and 

representative of the gay white male. People of color, women, and transgender individuals 

remain nearly invisible in the gay rights movement in both America and France, though this folly 

has made steps toward improvement. It pains me that my research couldn’t be more inclusive of 

these people, but there was simply nothing I could take note of during my stay in 

Villers-Cotterêts and visits to nearby cities. I hoped to be able to provide some commentary for 

these groups, but I suppose the lack of observation speaks for itself.  

The relevance of my research does not end with queer people. Hopefully, my findings are 

somewhat indicative of the status of all minorities in both the United States and France. I took 

notice of an aspect of French culture that I did not initially deem as being connected to my topic, 

but I have since taken interest in. Women hold an important role in French culture, but 

experience some discrimination as they do in America. It may be that mentalities set in 

opposition to traditionally feminine characteristics or culture tie hatred of the gay community 

and to women together. This claim may be somewhat subjective, but it’s a possibility that bears 

importance and may be worth additional research.  
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Conclusion:  

Though I hold the topic of this research project quite near to my heart, I hope that I was 

able to objectively outline my findings upon the standing of the LGBTQ+ community in France 

and the United States. Being so closely linked in our world of rapid telecommunication, these 

countries will likely see further parallel development in areas of social justice. As I read through 

articles of LGBTQ+ history and was able to directly experience some of this culture in France, I 

feel incredibly uplifted and more knowledgeable of my own community. With any luck, the 

evidence of France’s progressive nature with social equality will lend itself to bring about 

continued civil rights for every minority group, whether in terms of sexuality, gender, race, or 

otherwise. I am beyond grateful that I was able to live out this amazing opportunity, and it will 

shape the way I live my life forever. This research, however, is not at all complete. The world is 

constantly changing and will always require reappraisal, so that people may reshape their views 

to better benefit society and include those who are currently alienated. 

 


