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LGBT: Moving
towards equality

Human Rights Watch monitors governments around the world.
Its Executive Director Kenneth Roth oversaw the creation of a lesbian,
gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) rights programme 10 years ago.
Here he looks at how LGBT rights have changed since then.
Almost 2.8 billion people are living in
countries where identifying as gay
could lead to imprisonment, corporal
punishment or even death. In stark
contrast, only 780 million people are
living in countries where same-sex
marriage or civil unions are a legal right.
Kenneth Roth
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These figures, reported by the
International Lesbian and Gay
Association in May 2014, show there
is still much to be done in the effort
to attain universal rights for LGBT
communities worldwide. Yet there has
also been significant progress over the
past 10 years, and this too should be
acknowledged. Here, the Outlook on
the Global Agenda looks at what has
been achieved so far and profiles the
challenges that still lie ahead.
What progress has there been on
LGBT rights since you established
Human Rights Watch’s LGBT rights
programme?

There’s been enormous progress
globally and locally. It’s important to
note that the fight for LGBT rights is
not a Western phenomenon; many of
the governments at the forefront of the
defence of LGBT rights are from the
developing world. The historic LGBT
resolution at the United Nations Human
Rights Council, adopted in September
2014, was led by governments from the
global south, primarily Latin America,
and backed by others from all over the
world, including South Africa. Even
governments usually opposed to human
rights enforcement, such as Cuba,
Venezuela and Vietnam, supported it.

2.8

billion
people live
in countries
where being
gay is a
crime
Source: Human
Rights Campaign

Yet, because of this global support,
we’re recently witnessing an intensifying
backlash. To a large degree, this is
due to the greater visibility of the LGBT
community in societies that have begun
to recognize their rights. But LGBT
people are also convenient scapegoats
for embattled leaders, who are trying
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to rally support from more conservative
sectors of their society. Whether it’s
Uganda, Nigeria or Russia, the decision
to scapegoat the LGBT community is
an outcome of serious challenges to the
regime, for widespread corruption or
abusive authoritarianism.
The status of the LGBT community is a
good litmus test for the status of human
rights in society more broadly, precisely
because it is such a vulnerable minority
– similar to the proverbial canary in the
coal mine. Where the rights of LGBT
people are undermined, you can be
sure that the rights of other minorities
and critical members of civil society will
soon also be in jeopardy.
When you look back over the last
decade, what do you think was
the main driver for change, in
regulation and people’s mindset?
Broader changes in society have driven
some of the greater recognition of LGBT
rights, such as more equitable relations
between genders, the rights revolution
generally and the greater respect for
individual autonomy. Within that context,
you saw the LGBT population gradually
coming out, so people suddenly
discovered that they had a gay brother
or son or neighbour or close colleague,
which started shaping public perception
and reinforced the social changes.
It’s easy for bigotry to exist in a context
of ignorance, but when you’re being
bigoted toward a close friend or
neighbour, you start thinking: “Maybe
LGBT people are really just people;
maybe I should recognize their rights.
Why can’t they love whom they choose,
just like I can?” Yet the lingering fear of
‘the other’ is also applicable to some
of the other trends we see in this year’s
Outlook on the Global Agenda – like
increasing nationalism and antiimmigrant sentiment.
Conversely, that ties back to what
you said about scapegoating; by
making the LGBT community less
visible – and thus less relatable
– unscrupulous leaders can take
political advantage...Y
es. In Uganda for example, the LGBT
community is scapegoated in an
artificial context – the narrative is that
homosexuality in general is a foreign
import, not part of the traditional
culture. There’s a great irony here
because much of that homophobia is
the product of interventions by a well

financed US evangelical movement,
and the prohibitions in place are a
continuation of the British colonial-era
bans on same-sex relations. Moreover,
it’s not like the West has been secretly
airdropping gays into other cultures –
an LGBT population has existed in all
societies for all time; gays have simply
been more or less open, depending
on the politics and the mentality of the
moment.
Given the backlash, who should
we be targeting to combat it?
Begin with the leaders doing the
scapegoating and their policies.
In response to the homophobic
environment created around the Sochi
Olympics, the International Olympic
Committee recently announced new
rules for the selection of host cities,
including a requirement of full nondiscrimination. That implicitly says
that if Russia had been fostering the
homophobic environment at the time of
selection, Sochi would not have been
selected. That’s a very important signal
to send.
At the same time, there must be a
broader coordinated educational
effort. Anything that helps to increase
the visibility of LGBT people, to
move beyond past stereotypes and
ignorance, to show that gays occupy
the same range of positions in life and
society as everyone else, that will help
to make societal change happen more
quickly.
The young are the core of
societal change; what pressures
do they face?
In many ways the younger generation
is much more accepting than their
elders. I see a positive trajectory as
young people grow up with variations
in sexual orientation around them being
the norm. But the younger generation is
also a battleground. A lot of the leaders
that promote homophobia do so by
insisting that they’re not anti-gay, but
just trying to shelter the impressionable
young from ‘gay propaganda’. In many
ways, they see that the trends are going
in favour of LGBT rights and they’re
trying to fight back with the younger
generation.

Of Fortune 500 companies:

91%

prohibit
discrimination
on the basis of
sexual orientation

61%

prohibit discrimination
based on gender
identity
(3% in 2000)

62%

provide domestic partner
health insurance benefits
to their employees
Source: Human Rights Campaign

What role can non-governmental
stakeholders play, such as
businesses?
Business is a very important stakeholder
in this debate. A significant section
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In what percentage of the world are same-sex couples entitled to apply for adoption?

3%

6%

97%

94%

4%

Africa
2%

9%

98%

Latin America
20%
40%
40%

88%

Asia

9%

22%

4%

8%

Global total

70%

Europe
Allowed by law

North America

Some rights

87%

Oceania

Illegal/unclear

Source: Lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender rights around the world. Feilding Cage, Tara Herman and Nathan Good, 2014

of consumers insist on respect for
LGBT rights, so the global corporate
giants can’t get away with permitting
discrimination in the workplace or
embracing homophobia in any sense.
That becomes important, because
these companies operate globally and
so can become oases of respect for
LGBT rights, even in societies where the
government hasn’t caught up with the
agenda.
Where business currently falls short,
though, is in embracing role models.
Lord Browne regretted not being more
open about being gay when he was
CEO of BP, and it’s sad that many
corporate leaders still feel that they
have to live in the closet. The more that
corporations can highlight the LGBT
people among their leadership, the
quicker these societal transformations
will be encouraged. That said, if you
look at the number of business or
political leaders coming out now
compared to a decade ago, we’re
seeing good progress.

Do you think the international
community is a good driver for
LGBT rights?
Positive action is taken at several
different levels – local, national and
global. What happened at the UN
is important as part of the effort to
legitimise LGBT rights; to have such
an overwhelmingly positive vote is an
important rebuke to those governments
that want to pretend homophobia and
bigotry are consistent with international
human rights standards. They’re not.
Other things the international institutions
can do is to collect information on the
treatment of the LGBT community
worldwide to probe governments that fall
short of recognition of its rights. Perhaps
most critical, though, is to defend the
political space in which local human rights
and LGBT activists operate.
International multistakeholder
organizations, such as the World
Economic Forum, could clearly play
a leadership role in this debate, by

holding sessions devoted to trends in
the rights of LGBT people. For example,
a session on best business practices
with respect to LGBT rights would give
an opportunity to talk about, not just
the formal non-discrimination steps, but
also the more personal leadership role
that corporations might play.
What kind of challenges have civil
rights groups faced over the past
decade?
Ten years ago we created a formal
LGBT programme within Human Rights
Watch, because we wanted to make the
point that LGBT rights are an essential
part of the human rights agenda.
One of our first real interventions took
place in Egypt, where there had been
a crackdown and a raid on what was
called the Queen Boat; this was literally
a boat in the Nile that had been a gay
bar, and the occupants were arrested
and brutally beaten by the police.
Human Rights Watch put out a
protest, but a few of our Egyptian
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How do LGBT rights differ around the world?

US*
32 states
23 states

Europe
42 countries

Philippines
6 cities

Western
Australia
8 states

Key

colleagues objected, claiming that
homosexuality was immoral conduct,
and the repression of gays was not a
human rights issue. They feared that
their broader human rights work would
be discredited if they took on LGBT
rights. Now times have changed and
you don’t hear that argument anymore;
there is a vigorous Egyptian movement
that embraces LGBT rights as part of
its broader human rights programme.
But this shows the pressures that civil
society groups can face as they take on
an area that has been circumscribed by
homophobia and regressive views.
Historically we’ve seen a lot
of tension between religious
movements and the LGBT
community. Do you think this will
continue, or is there a positive role
religions could take on?
I don’t view religion as necessarily a
negative force, although it obviously
sometimes has been. I think enlightened
leadership can emerge in all religious
traditions. No tradition is static, every
tradition is subject to ongoing, endless
interpretation, so there is ample room

within them all to respect something
as essential as a person’s sexual
orientation.
Look within Christianity. On the negative
side, you have the right-wing evangelical
movement, which is very well-funded
and a nefarious homophobic force. On
the other hand, you’ve got the Catholic
church which, even before the current
leadership, has taken positions against
violence and discrimination toward the
LGBT community. Pope Francis took it
a step further by explicitly adopting an
accepting attitude, both at a doctrinal
level and in his personal posture
and statements. He shows what an
enlightened leader can do, even within a
very conservative institution.
What is your biggest hope and
biggest concern for the future of
LGBT rights?
Obviously, this backlash is my biggest
concern at the moment. In terms of
hope, homophobia is still one of the
last acceptable forms of bigotry in
some regions, and my hope is that that
changes

Persecution

Recognition

Death Penalty
5 countries and
parts of Nigeria
and Somalia
Imprisonment
78 countries

Recognition of
same-sex unions
32 countries and
47 entities
Joint adoption
15 countries and
32 entities

Death penalty

Marriage
Imprisonment
Unclear: legislation
not specifically
homophobic but
which can be
used as such
Iraq: persecution
by organized
non-state agents
/ Russia: “AntiPropaganda law”
restricting freedom
of expression
and association

*The US has no federal
legislation on gay
marriage. 30 states and
Washington DC allow
marriage for same-sex
couples according to
state-level rulings (CNN).

Equal (almost
equal) substitute
to marriage
Clearly inferior
substitute to
marriage
Joint adoption

Protection
Anti-discrimination
laws
70 countries
and 84 entities
Countries which
have introduced
laws prohibiting
discrimination
onthe grounds of
sexual orientation
No specific
legislation

Source: The International Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual,
Trans and Intersex Association
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