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The National Secular Society  
The NSS works for the separation of religion and state and equal respect for everyone's 
human rights so that no one is either advantaged or disadvantaged on account of their 
beliefs. We advocate for secularism as the best means of fostering a free and fair society in 
which people of all religions or none can live together peacefully as equal citizens. The NSS 
has been in special consultative status with the United Nations Economic and Social Council 
since 2016. 
 
 
Introduction 
The International Lesbian and Gay Association has published a map1 of the relative severity 
of criminal penalties for consensual same-sex sexual acts between adults. 
 
Almost all of Africa was colonised, and it will be seen from the map that legislation prohibits 
same-sex sexual acts in most post-colonial countries in Africa, constituting serious 
violations of human rights and humanitarian law.  
 
Such acts were also potentially subject to life imprisonment in India, but only from 1861 
when this was introduced under British rule. Post British rule, there is a possible death 
penalty in Pakistan and 10 years imprisonment in Bangladesh, but in modern day India, 
homosexuality has been decriminalised, albeit only recently.  
 
It cannot be denied that some of this legislation is a remnant of colonialism, as implied by 
the title of this article in the (London) Independent2 “…. LGBT+ rights across the 
Commonwealth; Bound together by optimism and Britain's colonial legacy of homophobia 
….” The text of (with key passages highlighted) is included in the Appendix. The article notes 
that “half of the 70 countries that criminalise homosexuality worldwide are (UK) 
Commonwealth members”. … “the British Empire's role in exporting homophobic laws 

                                                        
1 https://ilga.org/downloads/ENG_ILGA_World_map_sexual_orientation_laws_dec2020.pdf  
2 https://www.independent.co.uk/news/long_reads/lgbt-gay-rights-commonwealth-mauritius-homosexuality-british-
empire-a8912641.html  
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across the world can't be understated. During the colonial period, Britain enforced 
"decency" and "morality" laws across the Commonwealth that prohibited, among other 
things, same-sex sex acts. Prior to British colonisation, liberal attitudes towards sex were 
widely held in areas such as …..”  
 
Post-colonial apologies and opportunities for the independent countries to reform 
However, in 2018 the UK “prime minister urged Commonwealth nations to overhaul 
"outdated" colonial-era legislation that criminalises same-sex acts.” And most, if not all. of 
the countries that had colonies in Africa no longer themselves criminalise adult same-sex 
acts. 
 
Given that nearly all post colonial countries have been independent for around 50 years, 
we submit that they have had sufficient time, should they so wish, to repeal laws on 
homosexual acts (involving adults) that are serious violations of human rights. 
 
To what extent is conservative/orthodox religion a factor?  
We have therefore sought a further/alternative explanation for the existence of such laws, 
whether or not they represent the continuation of laws from the years before their 
independence. 
 
Notable from the map is that of the 11 countries where the death penalty is effective or 
possible, all are Muslim majority countries. 
 
A further clue comes in another passage from the Independent article: “In terms of 
Christianity, the most widely practised religion in most Commonwealth nations, there are 
significant worries about a new wave of fundamentalist evangelicalism, funded from 
abroad. Sensing the battle against LGBT+ equality is being lost in the west, well-funded 
evangelical groups from America have been spending vast amounts of money to build new 
movements and churches against LGBT+ equality in developing countries.” 
 
This disturbing narrative is fleshed out in an investigation published in 2020 by 
openDemocracy: US Christian right pours more than $50m into Africa3. 
 
Some quotes from the article: "exporting hate to Africa and other parts of the world, along 
with US-style culture wars and polarisation over issues relating to gender and sexuality …. 
lots of clergy [in Africa] are willing to partner with them, partly because they share 
conservative views, but also because they're being opportunistic about the money,"  “In 
2005, George W Bush's President's Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief [in Africa] (PEPFAR), 
reserved two thirds of its HIV prevention funds for the abstinence and fidelity campaigns 
strongly supported by religious conservatives PEFFAR spent about $1.4 billion on such 
programmes.” 
 
And Africa is only part of this anti gay ‘crusade’: the article also notes “Since 2008, US 
Christian right groups, many of them linked to the Trump administration, and notorious for 

                                                        
3 https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/5050/africa-us-christian-right-50m/  
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fighting LGBT and women's reproductive rights, have spent more than $280 million of dark 
money outside the US.” The article details these. 
 
We request the Special Rapporteur on the promotion of truth, justice, reparation and 
guarantees of non-recurrence to consider an investigation into legislation and practice 
(including funding and conditional funding) relating to sexual acts, women's reproductive 
rights and “blasphemy”/freedom of expression that constitute serious violations of 
human rights and humanitarian law. We believe many such laws are motivated by 
religious conservatism/orthodoxy.  
 
A similar questionnaire to that related to this request for inputs, focussing in particular on 
reasons and solutions, could contribute to the improvement or repeal of such laws. 
 
 
 

  



 

 

APPENDIX 

Inside the fight for LGBT+ rights across the 

Commonwealth; Bound together by optimism and Britain's 

colonial legacy of homophobia and white supremacy, a 

group of Commonwealth LGBT+ activists gather in 

Mauritius. Can they find new, intersectional ways to tackle 

systemic discrimination and violence? Louis Staples went to 

find out 

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/long_reads/lgbt-gay-rights-commonwealth-
mauritius-homosexuality-british-empire-a8912641.html  
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Body 

American author Thomas L Friedman once wrote: "Pessimists are usually right and optimists are usually wrong, but all 

the great changes have been accomplished by optimists." When the news often seems more bleak than positive, this is a 

mantra I find myself referring to often. But as I arrive in Mauritius - an Indian Ocean island nation known for its 

beaches, mountains, rainforests and reefs - for a gathering of   LGBT+ activists from across the world, Friedman's 

mantra has never felt more relevant. 

Mauritius is the backdrop for the Commonwealth Equality Network's (TCEN) global conference, a unique gathering 

that brings together LGBT+ activists from across the   Commonwealth - a family of 53 member states, almost all of 

which are former territories of the   British Empire. Established in 2013, TCEN is a network of 51 LGBT+ organisations 

working to challenge inequality and discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender identity throughout the 

Commonwealth. 

Such a network is necessary. The Commonwealth includes nations that are among the most challenging places in the 

world to be LGBT+. In fact, half of the 70 countries that criminalise homosexuality worldwide are Commonwealth 

members. The death penalty is still enshrined in law in Pakistan and lengthy sentences for gay sex still remain in many 

African nations such as Uganda and Caribbean islands like Barbados and St Lucia. Brunei - which recently   announced 

plans to punish gay sex with death by stoning, before suggesting that this penalty   will not be enforced after 

international backlash - is also a member of the Commonwealth. Though conversely, in Commonwealth countries such 

as Canada, Australia, New Zealand, Malta and, of course, the UK (excluding Northern Ireland),   same-sex marriage is 

legal. 

The primary questions facing activists as they arrive in Mauritius for a week of planning, joint advocacy and 

strategising often seem insurmountable. How do you stop people from hating each other for who they are? How, even 
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when the forces of patriarchy, religion and politics are against you, do you improve the lives of LGBT+ people? How 

do such different nations, bound together by a history of colonial white supremacy, work together in a way that 

amplifies its most marginalised members? 

In many ways, Mauritius is the ideal place for these discussions to happen. Beyond its paradisiac scenery lies the truth 

that consensual homosexual sex acts - both anal and oral sex between two men or two women - are illegal. Sodomy is 

punishable with up to five years in prison. 

"Mauritius it's a very conservative society," explains Mauritian LGBT+ activist Anjeelee Kaur. Anjelee began working 

at Collectif Arc En Ciel - the island's biggest LGBT+ organisation - in 2018, but has been committed to equality from a 

young age. "When I was in school, I was always saying that we should be giving equal rights to people, especially 

LGBT+ people. My grandparents raised me to treat everyone with respect and equal value. But I never really got to act 

what I was saying. This is the perfect opportunity for me to walk the talk." 

The history of Mauritius begins with its discovery by Arabs, followed by Europeans and its successive colonisation by 

the Dutch, French and British. Mauritius became independent in 1968, but remains heavily influenced by India and 

South Africa - two Commonwealth nations. 

Applying to host TCEN's global conference was the first thing Anjeelee did when she began working at CAEC. "I think 

it was very important for us because at that time, we were waiting for the India decision," she explains. In September 

2018, India's Supreme Court ruled that gay sex should no longer be a criminal offence, consequently liberating one 

billion Commonwealth citizens from the criminalisation of homosexuality. "Mauritius is a melting pot of cultures of 

people from Africa, Europe and Asia, but we don't have strong links with all these nations around the world. 

Participating in TCEN and hosting activists from across the Commonwealth is the perfect opportunity to meet LGBT+ 

people working in these places and learn from how they're doing things." 

The Commonwealth is an unlikely but fascinating forum for advancing LGBT+ rights. All six regions - Africa, the 

Americas, Asia, Europe and the Pacific - are represented on the TCEN's management committee, proving that LGBT+ 

people - and LGBT+ activists - are found everywhere. Meeting in Mauritius are representatives from 50 organisations 

from 40 countries, including Tonga, Rwanda, South Africa, Jamaica, Malaysia and Australia. 

Anjeelee believes that this group of activists are bound together by a shared tenacity. "As an activist you have to think 

two steps forward. Either your lives are in danger or you'll be having a low that came out of nowhere. Every time you 

have to anticipate what's going to happen next, so that you can better strategise to limit the damage." 

Each person I speak to has a different story that has brought them to LGBT+ activism. Many are titans of the global 

LGBT+ rights movement who have achieved incredible things. 

Tongan activist Joleen Mataele's fight against religious fundamentalism and intolerance in Tonga was recently 

portrayed in the film Leitis in Waiting. Frank Mugisha is one of the most prominent LGBT+ activists in Uganda and has 

won the   Robert F Kennedy Human Rights Award for his activism. 

Sometimes there was no food at home so we had to find ways to navigate survival. I had lots of resistance everywhere: 

at home, the school and the church Belizean activist Caleb Orozco co-founded the only LGBT+ advocacy group in his 

country and was the chief litigant in a case that resulted in the repealing of Belize's anti-sodomy laws in 2016. Fabianna 

Bonne also led the campaign for decriminalisation in Seychelles which finalised in the same year. Linda Baumann is 

one of the most well-known, visible lesbians in Africa. The list goes on. For this group, activism is personal. South 

African activist Steve Letsike remembers her first forays into activism as a child, where she challenged her school's 

sexist uniform policies. As a masculine presenting girl raised by her grandparents, barriers were everywhere. 

"Sometimes there was no food at home so we had to find ways to navigate survival," she explains. "I had lots of 

resistance everywhere: at home, the school and the church. “Frank (Kaleidoscope Trust/Eivind Hansen)Steve developed 

her own brand of resistance, becoming active in the ANC, South Africa's ruling political party. Two decades on, she 

runs Access Chapter 2, an organisation that promotes   human rights and the empowerment for women and LGBT+ 

people. "I wanted to focus on urban and rural settings, visiting provinces with few LGBT+ organisations," she says. 

"South Africa is unique in its own right. Our long history of prejudice teaches us a lot and experiences can vary 

province by province. Economic issues can create challenges and limit access to services. Culture plays a big role 

too."South Africa's post-apartheid constitution was the first in the world to outlaw discrimination based on sexual 

orientation, but most Africans are not afforded such protections. Some activists are risking their lives every day, like 

Hamlet Nkwain of Cameroonian LGBT+ organisation   ADEFHO. In   Cameroon gay sex is illegal. LGBT+ people are 

not able to speak openly and people suspected of being LGBT+ can be arrested on "suspicion" without evidence. "I 

have become the victim of violence while protecting people. I've been bruised, beaten and hit by glass bottles," says 

Hamlet. "I fell while being beaten for protecting people from the police and fractured my jaw. I have a big scar on my 

back because I couldn't treat the wound properly because of lack of finance."I fell while being beaten for protecting 

people from the police and fractured my jaw. I have a big scar on my back because I couldn't treat the wound properly 

https://www.independent.co.uk/topic/Mauritius
https://www.independent.co.uk/topic/Mauritius
https://www.independent.co.uk/topic/Mauritius
https://www.independent.co.uk/topic/Mauritius
https://www.independent.co.uk/topic/Mauritius
https://www.independent.co.uk/topic/Mauritius
https://www.independent.co.uk/topic/Mauritius
https://www.independent.co.uk/topic/Mauritius
https://www.independent.co.uk/topic/Mauritius


 

 

because of lack of finance Hamlet says that violence is worsening. "You can be in your home and people can come into 

your house, beat you up, break your bones and steal all your stuff," he says. "You cannot complain to the police, 

because instead of helping you, they'll try to lock you up. When I was hit with a glass bottle, instead of the police 

coming to arrest those who committed the violence, we were arrested and locked up." He has also received threats on 

social media. "I was targeted on social media by someone claiming to be a medical practitioner," he says. "He kept 

repeatedly telling me in detail what he'd do to an LGBT+ person if they came to seek treatment."  

Steve (Kaleidoscope Trust/Eivind Hansen)There are other Commonwealth states where the law is moving in the right 

direction, like Trinidad and Tobago, where a ban on homosexual sex acts   was deemed unconstitutional in 2018. 

Trinidadian activist   Zeleca Julien knows first-hand about the barriers presented by class, gender and sexuality. "I come 

from a family of hustlers, of small business and trying to make cash out of nothing. I experience classism in LGBT+ 

spaces and homophobia and classism in general society."Zeleca now runs   I Am One, a community-based organisation 

that seeks to address the needs of gender and sexual minorities in Trinidad and Tobago. I Am One organises the King 

Show, the first pageant in the Caribbean that showcases stud culture and trans masculinity. Zeleca and her team then 

launched the regional King conference in Trinidad, which created a space to research and theorise the ideas that came 

out of the show. "The goal is to collect data on the lived experience of LGBT+ people in the Caribbean," she says.Last 

April, at the age of 28, Zeleca was asked to speak about her experiences as a young, black lesbian woman at the 

2018   Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting (CHOGM) in London. Every two years at this meeting, leaders, 

activists, business and civil society representatives from across the Commonwealth come together to reaffirm their 

common values, address shared global challenges and agree how to work together to create a better future. Opening her 

speech, she said: "I'm black. I'm a woman, I'm a lesbian and I want to be free."Zeleca chose to begin her speech by 

talking about her story and family. "That was important to me because I'm also black and female, I think that worked 

with the audience because they could identify with that," she explains. "Stories humanise people. People think 'oh we're 

actually similar, and we can learn from our difference'."LGBT+ protest outside Commonwealth House in April 2018 

(Getty)Individual narratives such as Zeleca's are a key tool in the fight against discrimination, but so is confronting the 

truth of the story behind so many Commonwealth nations still criminalising homosexuality.It is impossible to untangle 

the inequalities faced by LGBT+ people throughout the Commonwealth from its history of   colonisation and white 

supremacy. After all, that is the story that binds these nations together. Despite Britain's newly formed image as a global 

leader in LGBT+ rights, the British Empire's role in   exporting homophobic laws across the world can't be understated. 

During the colonial period, Britain enforced "decency" and "morality" laws across the Commonwealth that prohibited, 

among other things, same-sex sex acts. Prior to British colonisation, liberal attitudes towards sex were widely held in 

areas such as the Caribbean and the Middle East, which are now characterised by Western media as the worst places in 

the world to be gay. Many of these countries, including Mauritius, Bangladesh and Jamaica, still 

criminalise homosexuality under the exact laws that were imposed by Britain during the colonial era. 

Theresa May calls on Commonwealth countries to change 'outdated homosexuality laws' 

Many Commonwealth nations have decriminalised since then, but countries such as Barbados have updated their laws 

and continue to criminalise homosexuality. To expect nations to repeal colonial laws with ease, even in 2019, ignores 

the complex dynamic created by colonialism. Systemic homophobia in the Commonwealth, particularly in the 

Caribbean and parts of Africa, creates "cultural resistance" to values that are perceived as foreign and western. "The 

post-colonial experience of oppression means that people see queerness as something that is foreign or Western, so they 

immediately want to resist it," Barbadian activist Donnya Piggott   told me. "Caribbean people want to stamp their 

sovereignty so much that we resist anything that's Western or forced upon us. "For many people, LGBT+ is seen as un-

Jamaican. There's definitely a sort of resistance to foreignness in the way in which homophobia plays out in Jamaica 

Jaevion Nelson of   J-Flag, an LGBT+ organisation based in   Jamaica, also identifies this problem. "For many people, 

LGBT+ is seen as un-Jamaican. There's definitely a sort of resistance to foreignness in the way in which homophobia 

plays out in Jamaica," he explains. "Because Western countries have led the global LGBT+ movement for so long, it 

has helped to entrench this idea that it's really a white thing that people are forcing upon us. There's quite a lot of work 

to be done so that people can begin to understand that LGBT+ people do exist here. 

"British governments have furthered the narrative that homosexuality is white and Western. In 2011, David 

Cameron   suggested that foreign aid to Uganda should be conditional on the country abandoning an attempt to 

introduce the death penalty for gay sex. Despite being well intentioned, this move was widely condemned in the activist 

movement for not being in the interests of LGBT+ people on the ground. Such statements are unlikely to be effective in 

nations that are defensive over their culture after being colonised - despite the fact that, in most cases, these 

homophobic laws were originally imposed by their colonisers. 

So what is the best way for Britain to approach its colonial past with regards to LGBT+ rights? During her keynote 

speech to Commonwealth leaders and activists at London's CHOGM in April 2018, prime minister Theresa May 

expressed "   deep regret" for Britain's colonial legacy of homophobic laws. The prime minister   urged Commonwealth 

nations to overhaul "outdated" colonial-era legislation that criminalises same-sex acts. May said: "I am all too aware 

that these laws were often put in place by my country. They were wrong then, and they are wrong now." 
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Although May stopped short of an apology, this statement was the furthest any British prime minister has gone to 

express regret for its homophobia during the colonial era. Paul Dillane, executive director of UK-based 

organisation   Kaleidoscope Trust, viewed London's CHOGM summit as a significant moment for LGBT+ visibility. 

"TCEN can point to many successes from the summit, including Britain grappling with its colonial past," he explains.  

"Theresa May accepted our request to make a statement. She would not have expressed deep regret for those laws had it 

not been for our advocacy."Kenita (The Kaleidoscope Trust/YouTube)May's statement was well received by activists. 

Kenita Placide, executive director of St Lucia-based LGBT+ organisation Eastern Caribbean Alliance for Diversity and 

Equality, lists May's statement as one of her highlights from the summit. "We were able to have a number of meetings 

and also increase participation of activists from around the globe. But one of the highlights for me was the deep regret 

from Theresa May, because we understand the impact and the struggles of that colonial legacy that has been left 

behind." 

Not everyone was as positive. In fact, even before the statement, there were voices within the global movement who 

were sceptical of what an apology would really mean, or what it would change. "It's two ways for me. I think it's a very 

important statement, but it is my view that the deep regret should have actually come off as an apology," says TCEN's 

vice-chair Steve Letsike. "We have a legacy of colonial law that has killed many people, that has compromised many 

cultures and traditions. They were stolen from people. It's a serious theft of humanity." It doesn't mean very much 

for us. I feel that it is easy to express regret for the colonial laws of sodomy. But I would like to hear an expression of 

apology for all the colonial laws including sedition and slavery. A year on, these reservations are common. "It doesn't 

mean very much for us. I feel that it is easy to express regret for the colonial laws of sodomy," says Malaysian LGBT+ 

activist Pang Khee Teik. "But I would like to hear an expression of apology for all the colonial laws including sedition 

and slavery. Because all these legacies are still affecting our countries." 

Given Britain's colonial past and the real inequalities that still exist because of it, May's statement was an important step 

towards reaffirming Britain's new role in these spaces: one concerned with listening, supporting and amplifying. This is 

a role that TCEN member organisations from the UK have been trying to practice. "These activists face things that I've 

never faced. I grew up in a working-class Paisley family where things were very difficult, but I know when I enter this 

space that I'm privileged," says Scott Cuthbertson of Scottish LGBT+ organisation   Equality Network."I was speaking 

to an activist this morning who was worried that they'll be arrested by their government because of their activism. I'll go 

home to a relatively accepting country and they won't they'll be living in fear. But that's why we're here. Our role is not 

to lead on these issues, it is to provide a platform to support a diverse number of LGBT+ voices to advocate on their 

own behalf."Pang-Khee-Teik (Kaleidoscope Trust/Eivind Hansen) Britain's intention to amplify voices and work with 

activists is encouraging, particularly considering the challenges facing so many LGBT+ people within the 

Commonwealth. Pang says that in   Malaysia, LGBT+ activists are oppressed by colonial laws that ban homosexual sex, 

but also sedition laws, which prevent them from speaking out against their government. "In Malaysia, LGBT+ activists 

have been called extremists so we are now on the same level as militant extremists," he says. "I was arrested under the 

sedition charge for organising an art exhibition." For the first time in 60 years, Malaysia's government has changed but 

this has not brought about the changes many had hoped for. "LGBT+ people feel like political pawns - and we're being 

moved around the chessboard with no control," he explains. "We are experiencing more silence and a serious lack of 

support from people who used to give us support." Pang's words display the truth that where LGBT+ people do not have 

legal equality, their position in society is increasingly fragile.   Sri Lanka, another nation which criminalises male and 

female homosexuality under colonial law, is also facing political instability. The country is still reeling from anti-

Christian terrorist attacks which, on Easter Sunday, claimed the lives of almost 300 people. Last year Sri Lanka's 

Supreme Court also   ruled that the president had engaged in a constitutional coup. While Sri Lanka's political upheaval 

caused shock and upset, Rosanna Flamer-Caldera believes it galvanised people to take to the streets and protest. She 

wonders whether this LGBT+ visibility will last. "The LGBT+ community has gained some courage through coming 

out to protest," she says. "But on the other hand, what will the government do once they come in to squash us? If things 

change, I wonder whether people would go back into the closet? 

"Rosanna founded   Equal Ground - a nonprofit LGBT+ organisation based in Sri Lanka - 15 years ago. She believes 

the recent political turmoil has shown that Sri Lankan culture is becoming more tolerant of LGBT+ people. "A couple 

of days after the coup, the president was heard making disparaging remarks about the sexual orientation of our prime 

minister," she explains. "People in civil society, the media and politics came out, saying the LGBT+ community should 

not be denigrated like this." Rosanna is one of the most well-known female LGBT+ activists in the world. She is a co-

founder of TCEN and is its current chair. As a woman working in LGBT+ activism, she knows better than most people 

about the forces of patriarchy working to suppress both LGBT+ people, women and, most strongly, LBT+ women. In a 

country as patriarchal as Sri Lanka, this even affects the day-to-day running of her organisation. "I have two young 

women working at my organisation and their parents do not give them permission to come to any of our rallies," she 

says. "Even working with our organisation is a problem for one of my girls, because her parents won't let her work after 

5pm. So she has asked to come to work at 7am because her father doesn't allow her to be out after five."Even working 

with our organisation is a problem for one of my girls, because her parents won't let her work after 5pm. She has asked 

to come to work at 7am because her father doesn't allow her to be out after five. Rosanna says men have threatened her, 

pulled her out of her car and tried to beat her up in the past. But patriarchy is also rife within LGBT+ spaces and she has 

faced a lot of criticism, threats and harassment from gay men too. "I have to watch everything I say, everything I do as a 
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woman. I have to strive harder, I have to shout louder. I have to struggle for every single thing I need. I have to 

constantly be aware that, because I'm a woman, there are people who are willing to do various things to me. That's my 

life on a daily basis."Activists are trying to address this inequality. Amplifying women's voices within the LGBT+ 

movement is vital because where inequality exists, women - who are less likely to have economic independence, equal 

legal rights and rights over their bodies - are increasingly marginalised. Queer women frequently experience targeted 

rape, through which abusers purport to "correct" a victim's sexual orientation and those who do not conform to 

traditional notions of femininity may face particular vulnerability. The criminalisation of their sexuality means that they 

are often afraid to report these crimes or any discrimination in education, employment, health and housing.Rosanna 

(Kaleidoscope Trust/Eivind Hansen)Anna Mmolai-Chalmers from Legabibo - an LGBT+ organisation in Botswana - 

says lesbian, bisexual and trans women are often treated with hostility even within women's rights spaces. "Anything 

that's seen as different to the norm is seen as a threat. The women's movement tends to be resistant towards the LGBT+ 

movement. It often sees our advocacy as a threat to theirs so there becomes a clash, even if many of the 

problems we face overlap."A new initiative funded by the British government is hoping to address issues affecting 

women and girls and LGBT+ people simultaneously. Announced last year, the   Equality and Justice Alliance will work 

with activists around the world. This work is desperately needed. UK activist Natalie Armitage is a queer, mixed race 

woman working in global advocacy. She has seen first-hand the staggering inequalities that suppress LGBT+ women. 

She laments that much of the contemporary women's movement "100 per cent benefits" white feminism and largely 

ignores queer, non-white and working-class women. "Unfortunately, many women have not understood what they're 

fighting against, or not really understood how patriarchy pans out," she says. "Abortion rights, for example, are opposed 

by so many women I've met. This is a human rights issue and to deny women the right to make decisions over their 

bodies is human rights abuse." Getting married in Malta, which is deemed the best place in Europe to be LGBT+. Yet 

even in places where LGBT+ people have greater legal equality, women are still marginalised. In   Malta, for example, 

which has been deemed the   best place to be LGBT+ in Europe for the last three years - easily beating the UK - 

abortion is not legal. Mark Harwood of   Malta LGBTIQ Rights Movement also laments the lack of women in politics. 

"We perform really badly in terms of women in politics, I believe we're ranked worse than Afghanistan. There's still a 

lot of cultural resistance, particularly from the church, regarding the debate around legalising abortion too." 

Former UK diplomat Philippa Drew, now a trustee of Kaledoscope Trust and Human Dignity Trust, was motivated to 

engage in LGBT+ spaces after a lifetime of working in male-dominated fields. "In every job I had until I was in my 

forties, I was the first woman in the job," she says. "I remember when I was working in the Home Office in the field of 

counterterrorism, we had to make a visit to the Essex police. My then boss said to his boss: 'We can't send Philippa to 

the police force because she's a woman and they won't accept her'. I ended up going and actually they didn't have a 

problem with me. Somebody else assuming the police might have a problem with it is a barrier in itself." Philippa 

(Kaleidoscope Trust/Eivind Hansen)Fellow Kaleidoscope Trust trustee Phyll Opoku-Gyimah - co-founder and 

executive director of   UK Black Pride - also welcomes work that addresses the barriers faced by LGBT+ women. 

"When you're talking about women's rights, we know we're over represented in areas of crime which are committed 

against us and we're over represented in low paid jobs," she says. "If female genital mutilation is happening, how 

do we provide people with the tools to teach them that this is wrong and harmful? When we talk about health related 

matters for LGBT+ people, it may only seem to be solely focused around HIV. While this is absolutely important, some 

women can't tend to their basic health needs in terms of menstruation or reproductive rights."   Trans women are 

increasingly marginalised throughout the Commonwealth, with their basic health needs often unmet. June White 

of   Haus of Khameleon - a trans-led LGBT+ organisation in   Fiji - has been participating in grassroots activism with 

trans women in Fiji for the last 10 years. Fiji criminalises homosexual sex and the law does not recognise trans women. 

In May 2018, a young   trans woman was brutally murdered in Suva on International Day of Trans Visibility.June says 

trans women are disproportionately represented in the sex work community and targeted as criminals by the police. 

"We have police attacking trans girls on the street," she says. But the trans community is increasingly aware of its legal 

rights. "Knowing your rights can scare the police away. If you know your rights, it's a threat to them," she explains. 

Independent Minds Q&A session on the Middle East, Trump, Syria and IsisFor June the constant pressure of being a 

figurehead within the movement, with an expectation to create change, can take a toll. "We keep trying to change 

policies. But we this makes us targets on the front line. Sometimes we do things without thinking of our wellbeing or 

self-care," she says. Even as we talk in Mauritius, she's worrying if everyone is safe back home. "I'm the primary 

contact for the girls. Sometimes it really affects the way I live. I'm not coping well, not eating well or sleeping well 

because of the work we do. It's day in, day out. It's become a lifestyle. I sometimes wish I hadn't gone down this route, 

that I hadn't given up this much of myself because now it's impossible to take it back." In Jamaica, formerly labelled 

"the worst place on Earth to be gay", J-Flag's work to sensitise local communities and politicians to LGBT+ people 

seems to be slowly working. "It is still far from perfect. But there's been a number of changes. More people are openly 

embracing LGBT+ people and are willing to say that they have friends or family who are LGBT+," says Jaevion. "I 

think, as advocates and activists, we can't pretend that our successes as a movement hinge on solely on legislative 

changes." 'For many people being LGBT+ is seen as un-Jamaican' (AFP/Getty)Yet there is no denying that huge legal 

barriers remain, enabling further discrimination. "Just a couple of months ago, someone messaged me saying a friend of 

theirs had just been picked up by the police and threatened and asked for money because he was in a car with another 

man," Jaevion explains. "They were not in a compromising position or anything, but this is how police intimidate gay 

men. Because of what the law says." One of the most fascinating things about the Commonwealth as a space is the vast 

array of religions which are practised across it. Anna Mmolai-Chalmers from Botswana says religion is one of the 

biggest roadblocks to her work. "The church is the biggest obstacle to a lot of things in Africa. It's a threat to public 
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morality, what I see morality as - being able to coexist and help one another," she explains. "It's often a gateway to 

corruption in Africa with the poor being taken advantage of and fake pastors taking money off people." In the northern 

region of Cameroon, which is mostly Muslim, the situation is more critical because we have lots of silent killings. If an 

Imam thinks that a child is gay, he might personally kill the child that evening. Hamlet, from Cameroon, says Cardinals 

have reframed past homophobic statements after he brought statements from the pope, which say that   gay people 

should not be discriminated against, to their attention. Though Christianity is not the only religious force Cameroonian 

LGBT+ people face. "In the northern region of Cameroon, which is mostly Muslim, the situation is more critical 

because we have lots of silent killings," Hamlet explains. "If an Imam thinks that a child is gay, he might personally kill 

the child that evening. " 

In terms of Christianity, the most widely practised religion in most Commonwealth nations, there are significant worries 

about a new wave of fundamentalist evangelicalism, funded from abroad. Sensing the battle against LGBT+ equality is 

being lost in the west, well-funded evangelical groups from America have been spending vast amounts of money to 

build new movements and churches against LGBT+ equality in developing countries.  

The election of president   Donald Trump, who has brought in new   rules which prevent US money being used to 

promote abortion or sex work oversees, has emboldened these forces. "It's incredibly challenging," Anna tells me. "You 

can't even talk about those things while taking American money." "In Singapore, we have a vehemently homophobic 

and transphobic fundamentalist Christian lobby," says Yangfa Leow. "They are evangelical, funded from America and 

very, very well resourced. They have disproportionate power and influence both financially and politically." 

Working for several UK-based international LGBT+ organisations, Philippa Drew has concerns the 

American funding of evangelical churches in poorer Commonwealth countries. "We only have to look at the change in 

the political environments in   Brazil to see what's happening. This country, which was one of the foremost countries for 

LGBT+ legislative rights, has gone backwards so quickly and hostility has risen. This prospect is very frightening 

for Africa too. "Channel 4's Carnival Wars looks at Bolsonaro's impact on the country's LGBT communityAs activists 

arrived on the first day in Mauritius, Philippa jokingly introduced herself as "the oldest lesbian in the room" during a 

round of introductions. People laughed, but this joke displayed that, within this group of activists, there are members 

who have dedicated their lives to this cause and there are others who, like her, are dedicating their later years to it. 

When I ask Philippa where she gets the drive to spend her retirement years travelling round the world using her 

diplomatic experience to help expand LGBT+ rights, her answer is fascinating."Courage is something I think about a 

lot, because I meet a lot of incredibly courageous people. There's physical courage, and there's the courage to speak out 

when everybody disagrees with you. And so I do reflect on that I ask myself: 'If I were a Ugandan lesbian, would I be as 

prominent as some of my colleagues are? I'm not sure," she explains. "Having been in the closet for quite a long time, I 

wasn't the first to come out by any means - I was scared to be out. There's admittedly a feeling of guilt there." 

Nowadays, Phillipa feels settled in her identity as an out lesbian. She seems particularly comfortable speaking with 

fellow activists, who she regards as "like a family". But her own struggles in the UK - such as being initially 

recommended against security clearance while working in the   Home Office for being a lesbian - make her mindful of 

how quickly things can change. "The price of liberty is eternal vigilance. We should never be complacent, not about any 

human rights anywhere."The move towards the full implementation of Sharia law in Brunei caused worldwide protest 

(EPA)Rosanna has been leading her fight for decriminalisation in Sri Lanka for decades, but says she has come to terms 

with the fact that she may never see it. "When I look back on my life today, I may not have reached reached my goal of 

decriminalisation. But the fact that I have dedicated my life to making sure the LGBT+ voices are heard, that's enough," 

she says. "I can go to my maker knowing that I've done the best I could on this issue."Anna has been fighting for the 

human rights of women and LGBT+ people in Botswana for decades. She is encouraged that there are so many young 

people like Melusi Simelane - a young man who recently organised the first   Pride festival in Eswatini, the southern 

African nation formerly known as Swaziland - joining the movement within the Commonwealth. "That really gives me 

hope that the movement is going to grow to new heights. Giving young people a chance to lead and take on advocacy is 

something I'm really passionate about," she says. "That's something I see in Botswana as well and it's a change. In the 

past older LGBT+ people were in charge, but now young people are taking on roles in the movement." The idea is to 

put forward stories about our lives, so that they provide a counter narrative to what the government is saying about us. 

Yangfa is also heartened by the younger generation. "Internet usage rates among queer youth in Singapore are really 

high. Everyone's connected," he says. "We've seen a lot of mobilisation of this space in the past 10 years by the 

community." 

As a network, these Commonwealth activists succeed in bringing together young and old identities, just like they 

represent the spectrum of identities which make up the LGBT+ acronym. Optimism is a thread that brings them together 

and each person is a storyteller. 

Pang has even created a website in Malaysia for LGBT+ people to tell their stories. "The idea is to put forward stories 

about our lives, so that they provide a counter narrative to what the government is saying about us," he says "It includes 

experiences of discrimination that we have faced, as well as our abilities and our attempts to overcome this, 

which we should celebrate as well." 
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The idea of storytelling as activism, and of telling stories with people, not for them, runs to the heart of the UK's new 

role within Commonwealth LGBT+ spaces. It is also fitting because the UK has challenges of its own. With transphobia 

and hate crime on the rise, the UK has fallen to 8th place on the Rainbow List - an annual list of the best places to be 

LGBT+ in Europe compiled by the   International Lesbian and Gay Association. There are   also concerns for how the 

UK will be able to use its influence to push for LGBT+ rights expansions post-Brexit. 

Thankfully, each activist from the UK that I meet has a powerful story to tell. Paul Dillane was raised on a council 

estate in Swansea and got himself a place to study law by studying his A-levels at night school. Natalie Armitage brings 

her experience as a bisexual mixed race woman to her new role with UK Black Pride. Scott Cuthbertson, who has 

campaigned for nearly two decades to eliminate Scotland's time ban on gay men donating blood, is resolved to bring the 

same drive and tenacity in the fight against rising transphobia. 

As I prepare to leave Mauritius, my conversation with Phyll Opoku-Gyimah sticks with me. 

As a black British lesbian raised in a time when she had to hide as National Front rallies marched through her 

neighbourhood in Hertfordshire, Phyll has her own relationship with race, sexuality and colonialism that has informed 

her experience of Britain and the world. She knows first-hand that Britain's role within this space must be a supportive 

one that puts intersectionality - an understanding of interlocking forms of oppression - at the top of the agenda. 

"There's more unity here in this conference, than there is in the UK," she says. "It's empowering, but it's also 

heartbreaking. When you talk to activists from St Lucia, Jamaica and Sri Lanka, it makes the decision I made to reject 

an MBE feel right, because of toxic legacy of colonisation that means that these members navigate sodomy laws and 

buggery laws that are left in their countries." 

"I recognise that I'm a British black woman. Colonialism played a huge part in structuring what racism is, but my 

experience doesn't compare to what they have to deal with. I'm very much African, but in this space I recognise my 

privilege." 

My week with LGBT+ activists from across the Commonwealth was certainly an opportunity for me to address my own 

privilege as a white British gay man. When I say this to Phyll, she reassures me: "There's nothing wrong with having 

privilege, it's what you do with it that's important." 

The next time this group meet, it will be ahead of the next Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting in 2020 in 

Rwanda. Activists will hope to build on the success in London while navigating an entirely different, more challenging 

environment. 

As the sun sets on my time in Mauritius, Rwandan activist Hassna Uwingabe is optimistic. "Our nation is recovering 

from trauma, but if we can recover from genocide, then what is stopping us from accepting our LGBT+ people?" she 

says. "That's why it's time for me to be open as a lesbian and contribute to our new Rwandan society." 

By telling their stories these activists are proving that, together, optimists really can change the world. 
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Conservative groups increase their spending and activity in what critics call an 
‘opportunistic use of Africans’ for US-style ‘culture wars’. 

Lydia NamubiruKhatondi Soita 

29 October 2020, 5.59am 

 

ARTICLE ON WEB CONTAINS HYPERLINKS NOT REPRODUCED BELOW.  

 

More than twenty US Christian groups known for fighting against LGBT 

rights and access to safe abortion, contraceptives and comprehensive 

sexuality education have spent at least $54 million in Africa since 2007.  

These are the results of a new Investigation by openDemocracy, which 

documents the scale of this spending for the first time.  

 

The Fellowship Foundation, a secretive US religious group whose Ugandan 

associate, David Bahati, wrote Uganda's infamous "Kill the Gays" bill, is the 

biggest spender in Africa. Between 2008 and 2018, this group sent more 

than $20 million to Uganda alone.  

 

Some of these groups appear to be spending increasing amounts of 

money in Africa. "Their Imperialist DNA simply hunts for bigger spheres of 

influence," said Sylvia Tarnale, a prominent Ugandan law professor and 

gay rights defender, in reaction to openDemocracy's findings.  

 

None of the US groups reveals the identities of their funders or details of  

how exactly they spend their money overseas. Globally, openDemocracy 

found that a larger group of 28 US organisations had spent at least $280 

million around the world to influence laws, policies and public opinion 

against sexual and reproductive rights.  

 

“Creating mass hysteria around homosexuality" is a notable component of 

the work of US Christian right groups in Africa, says Jessica Horn, an Afro 

feminist who has studied Christian fundamentalism on the continent for  

more than a decade. Their agenda, she says, includes opposing 

reproductive rights and “controlling women's bodies”.  

 

The $280 million 'dark money' global 

empire of the US Christian right 
 

https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/author/lydia-namubiru/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/author/lydia-namubiru/


 

 

Since 2008, US Christian right groups, many of them linked to the T rump 

administration, and notorious for fighting LGBT and women's reproductive 

rights, have spent more than $280 million of dark money outside the US.   

Explore their empires of influence.  

[TABLE NOT REPRODUCED] 

[Analysis shows 28 groups contributions, with the largest as Billy Graham 

Evangelistic Association contributing $96 m 

 

Exporting hate to Africa' 
 

Two groups that oppose contraception and abortion, Human Life 

International and Heartbeat International, have spent at least $4.3 million, 

combined, on the continent. An earlier openDemocracy Investigation 

found that 'crisis pregnancy centres' affiliated with Heartbeat violate 

South African law on abortion counselling and discourage contraception in 

Uganda. 

 

it's imperialism. It's neocolonialism. It's basically the Bible that they are 

coming back with, which is not African,"  says Sibongile Ndashe, a South 

African feminist who heads the Institute for Strategic Litigation in Africa 

(ISLA). 

 

Haley McEwen, a researcher at the Wits Centre for Diversity Studies at the 

University of the Witwatersrand in Johannesburg, South Africa, calls US 

religious right groups a "well-resourced transnational network of 

conservative organisations" 

 

McEwen says they are "exporting hate to Africa and other parts of the 

world, along with US-style culture wars and polarisation over issues 

relating to gender and sexuality" . 

 

While same-sex marriage was legalised in the US in 2015, same-sex 

relationships of any kind remain criminalised in many African countries. 

Some African activists suspect this is what has drawn US conservatives to 

the continent. 

 

They have lost support in their home country. Now they are looking for 

countries where they can dump their Ideologies,"  says Frank Mugisha, a 

Ugandan LGBT rights activist. "They do it somewhere  else where they feel 

they have more power."  

 

Part of a bigger fight 
 



 

 

Frederick Clarkson is a researcher at the Political Research Associates 

think tank in Massachusetts, which exposed the links between US religious 

activists and anti-gay legislation in Uganda in 2004. He said the wider 

context of these groups increasing activity and spending in Africa is a 

fight for the United Nations. 

 

One of the groups, Family Watch International (FWI), is campaigning to 

ban comprehensive sexuality education (CSE) in at least ten African 

countries and has, since 2010, been coaching African diplomats on how to 

negotiate for conservative causes, via an annual training programme in the 

US. 

 

In recent decades, Clarkson says, the UN has become an increasingly 

progressive institution and subject to an organised backlash from those 

who oppose women's and LGBT rights. Take the power of individual 

nations, even poor nations, and align it with conservative American and 

European interests. That changes the balance of power and moves it in a 

conservative direction.  

 

Clarkson also notes the history of Christianity in Africa as "a big part of 

the European colonial project.  Mugisha, the Ugandan activist, draws 

similar parallels. 

 

It feels like the beginning, those dark days when Afri ca was looked at like 

this dark continent and there was a scramble for it. Let's go and scramble 

for Africa and take territories. They're like, let's go into Africa and take our 

ideas, they'll buy into them. 

 

An opportunistic use of Africans' 
 

Of the groups that are active in Africa, ten are members of the World 

Congress of Families (WCF), which has been linked to white supremacists 

in the US and Europe. Nonetheless, "lots of clergy [in Africa] are willing to 

partner with them, partly because they share conservative views, but also 

because they're being opportunistic about the money,"  says Jessica Horn. 

WCF president, Brian Brown, denied the network had links to white 

supremacists and said: "We condemn racism."  

 

it's an opportunistic use of Africans, Horn argues. She laments that we're 

not always keyed into why it's problemat ic to align ourselves with white 

supremacist power, even though we've been colonised and should know 

better”. 

 



 

 

US money and religious conservative agencies have a track record of 

Intersecting with health policy in Africa to tragic effect. In 2005, George W 

Bush's President's Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR), reserved two 

thirds of its HIV prevention funds for the abstinence and fidelity 

campaigns strongly supported by religious conservatives PEFFAR spent 

about $1.4 billion on such programmes. 

 

A 2016 study of about 500,000 people in 22 countries found no evidence  

that these abstinence programmes were effective. "Spending money and  

having no effect is a pretty costly thing because the money could be used  

elsewhere to save lives," said Eran Bendavid, a Stanford University 

assistant professor and one of the researchers on the study . 

 

In some cases, PEPFAR money supported African ultra -conservative 

Christians such as Martin Ssempa in Uganda who promoted anti -LGBT 

sentiments. 

 

Researchers have also found that arrests and convictions under anti -gay 

laws have significantly reduced the use of HIV prevention and care 

services by gay men in Africa, undercutting the progress against the HIV 

and AIDS epidemic that PEPFAR sought . 

 

The Fellowship Foundation and Human Life International did not respond 

to openDemocracy requests for comment.  

 

A representative of Heartbeat International said that it is a non-profit 

federation of faith-based pregnancy resource centers, medical clinics. 

maternity homes and non-profit adoption agencies. 

 

It sald: "because every woman should be loved and supported during her  

pregnancy, Heartbeat International celebrates and serves local and  

regional life-affirming pregnancy help organizations across all continents 

and cultures, including Africa. 

 

*Additional reporting by Kerry Cullinan 
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The multimillion-dollar Christian 
group attacking LGBTQ+ rights 
 

A group supporting three girls suing to block a Connecticut policy that allows 

trans athletes to compete in girls sports, on 12 February 2020 in 

Hartford. Photograph: Pat Eaton-Robb/AP 

Alliance Defending Freedom reportedly got $55m in donations in 2018 
and has lawyers worldwide working against LGBTQ+ people 
 

Jessica Glenza in New York 
@JessicaGlenza 
Fri 21 Feb 2020 07.20 GMT 

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/long_reads/lgbt-gay-rights-

commonwealth-mauritius-homosexuality-british-empire-a8912641.html  

 
A group of about two dozen people, mostly women, stood on the steps of 
the Connecticut capitol on a New England winter day with signs reading 
“Protect Women’s Sports” and “#FairPlay”. 
In front stood Christiana Holcomb, an attorney with Alliance Defending 
Freedom, the conservative Christian legal group representing three cis 
teen girls in a lawsuit filed this month demnding two transgender teen 
girls be barred from competing in the female high school sports division. 

“Girls deserve to compete on a level playing field and the Connecticut 
policy now allows males to compete in the girls category if they identify 
as female,” Holcomb later told the Guardian. “No amount of hormone 
therapy can ever fully undo those physiological advantages.” 

But the lawsuit is just one arrow in ADF’s quiver, a conservative 
Christian powerhouse working internationally to remake laws governing 
family, sex and marriage in a vision which “keeps the doors open for the 
Gospel”. 

ADF, which reportedly received more than $55m in contributions in 
2018, claims to ave more than 3,400 affiliated attorneys and judges 
worldwide. In the 25 years since it was founded, it has brought 10 cases 
before the US supreme court, including some of the most consequential 
cases of the last decade on contraceptive and gay rights. 
ADF is, “an aggressive, strategic legal group that is about Christian 
supremacy and hegemony in the US and in the world,” said Frederick 
Clarkson, a senior research analyst with Political Research Associates. 
“It’s the world under God’s law.” 
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The group’s work against LGBTQ+ people has led experts on extremism 
at the Southern Poverty Law Center to label them a hate group. ADF 
rejects that label. 

One of its most famous recent cases was of a baker in Colorado 
who refused to make a wedding cake for a same-sex couple. The group 
argued baking was his form of artistic expression, and won. In another, 
the group successfully argued the arts and crafts company Hobby 
Lobby should not be required to pay for birth control included in private 
insurance plans, because of the owner’s Christian faith. 
ADF counts the former Trump-appointed US attorney general Jeff 
Sessions as an ally, and its founders are a who’s-who list of opponents of 
gay rights. And this American group is busy abroad too. 

Last month, after a series of anti-abortion protests at Cardiff University 
in Wales, it was reported that ADF International had been reminding 
universities of their responsibilities to protect freedom of speech. 
Laurence Wilkinson, legal counsel for ADF International said: “Our 
London office has been glad to support students facing censorship. On 
every occasion, when challenged with the robust legal protections which 
exist for speech, the university body has relented. That is something that 
all who care about free speech should be able to celebrate.” 

In the last decade, ADF attorneys argued in favor of state-sanctioned 
sterilization for trans people at the European Court of Human Rights. 
Their brief argued, “equal dignity does not mean that every sexual 
orientation warrants equal respect”. 
In Belize, the group sided with another organization pushing to 
criminalize gay sex. In India, the executive director applauded a 
supreme court decision ruling gay sex illegal (that was struck down in 
2018). In Romania, ADF pushed for a referendum to oppose same-sex 
civil unions. In Jamaica, ADF attorneys defended anti-sodomy laws. 
Meanwhile, in US states, the group has worked to craft legislation and 
defend “religious freedom” laws. These laws often give secular, public-
facing businesses the right to refuse customers or perform services. 

Now, in the years since public sentiment and the law has swung in favor 
of same-sex marriage, groups who once opposed legal unions have 
worked on to curtail trans rights. Many have honed in on trans girls in 
particular, and alleged dangers they cause to cis women. 

People who have transitioned often have gender dysphoria, a recognized 
medical condition in which sex assigned at birth is incongruant with a 
person’s gender identity. ADF’s Connecticut lawsuit claims three cis 
female high school runners are being unfairly outcompeted by two trans 
sprinters, Terry Miller and Andraya Yearwood. 
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“The essence of this argument is if you protect transgender people, this 
violates the rights of other people,” said Chase Strangio, deputy director 
for trans justice at the American Civil Liberties Union. The ACLU is 
representing the trans girls named in the lawsuit. 

The lawsuit seeks to establish a chromosomal standard for girls’ high 
school sports – that only people with XX chromosomes should be able to 
compete, Strangio said. 

“The starting premise is that trans girls are not girls, and the second 
premise is that boys are always better, stronger, faster than girls,” said 
Strangio. 

Yearwood and Miller issued statements vehemently defending their right 
to run in girls’ events. “I have faced discrimination in every aspect of my 
life and I no longer want to remain silent,” Miller said. “I am a girl and I 
am a runner.” 
“Connecticut has had plenty of trans athletes who are good or fine or 
bad,” said Strangio. “What’s rare is having two examples of transgender 
girls who are good – and that’s what bothers people.” 

The ADF was founded in 1995 by a who’s who of white, anti-gay, 
Christian men. Among them are men like D James Kennedy, the late 
pastor of a Florida megachurch who played a critical role in the rise of 
conservative Christianity in the US. 
The group’s “800lb gorilla”, in Clarkson’s words, is James Dobson. His 
large and influential organization Focus on the Family has opposed 
same-sex marriage for decades. Fellow founder Alan Sears wrote the 
2003 book: The Homosexual Agenda: Exposing the Principal Threat to 
Religious Freedom Today. 

ADF’s legal work has earned the group glowing reviews from friendly 
media, such as Fox News, where host Laura Ingraham recently included 
Holcomb on her high-profile show. 
But ADF’s Connecticut lawsuit is, in part, an acknowledgement that 
earlier tactics have failed. 

Just a few years ago, Christian legal groups were pushing “bathroom 
bills” across the country. The laws would have banned trans people from 
using the public toilet of their choice, arguing that woman would be in 
danger from other trans women. There is no evidence to support the 
claim. 

Bathroom bill referendums failed 
in Massachusetts, California and Alaska, and legislative efforts tanked in 
many more, including conservative states like Alabama and Arkansas. In 

https://www.nbcconnecticut.com/news/local/teen-involved-in-lawsuit-to-block-transgender-athletes-beats-competitor-targeted-in-case/2223944/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/christianity
https://www.nbcnews.com/feature/nbc-out/massachusetts-backs-transgender-rights-historic-statewide-referendum-n933516
https://www.sacbee.com/news/politics-government/article2591828.html
https://www.vox.com/identities/2018/4/6/17197910/anchorage-alaska-transgender-proposition-1


 

 

place of the bathroom bills, ADF’s new Connecticut lawsuit has put faces 
and names to those who it alleges are victimized by inclusive policies. 
 

Demonstrators react to hearing the supreme court’s decision on the Hobby 

Lobby birth control case in 2014. ADF successfully argued the store should not 

be required to pay for birth control included in private insurance 

plans. Photograph: Pablo Martínez Monsiváis/AP 

Other groups, such as the American Principles Project, are testing the 
electoral success of this message in states like Kentucky. The group is 
running adverts which argue trans girls will destroy women’s sports, in 
an effort to re-elect the Republican incumbent governor. 

The group’s president, Frank Cannon, told the New York Times last year 
that polling showed that messaging emphasizing sports, especially 
children in sports, was more likely to move the needle with voters. It 
gives people “the idea that you are taking something away from people. 
And that’s where they don’t like it”. 
One of the three cis runners at the center of the lawsuit, Chelsea 
Mitchell, recently won against Miller in a 55m race. So far, ADF has 
refused to take a position on trans men competing in cis men’s sports. 
“I’m not going to take a position on that at this point,” said Holcomb 
said. “What we are really clear on, is it not fair for males to compete in 
the female category.” 

The largest-ever study of how trans athletes perform after transitioning 
is still being conducted in the UK, but only includes 20 people. 
“Until we have several of these larger-scale studies done worldwide, it’s 
hard to be truly definitive on anything,” the medical physicist Joanna 
Harper told the CBC. Harper is a trans woman, a long-distance runner 
and an advisor to the International Olympic Committee. She said she 
saw her own performance drop off after hormone therapy, and that such 
could be the case with other trans athletes. 
No openly trans person has ever competed in the Olympics, although it 
has been allowed since 2004, under guidelines laying out how much 
testosterone an athlete can have in their body. But that rule too is being 
challenged – not by a trans athlete or a Christian group, but by a South 
African intersex running star. Intersex people are born with anatomy 
that doesn’t easily fall into male or female. 

“We get down to micro-details of this abortion case or that LGBTQ+ case 
or prayer in the schools, but those are details,” Clarkson said. “It may 
use nationalist ideas when you’re working within a specific culture and 
legal code, but their religious and political vision is global, and needs to 
be understood in that context.” 
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Last month, the Ugandan President Yoweri Museveni finally signed his country's controversial anti-gay bill into law, 

outlawing homosexuality and threatening offenders with up to 14 years in prison. 

Mr Museveni claimed the measure was "provoked by arrogant and careless western groups that are fond of coming into 

our schools and recruiting young children into homosexuality." 

Critics of the legislation say it is not homosexuality that has been imported from the West, but homophobia. Roger Ross 

Williams, the director of God Loves Uganda, a documentary about the influence of conservative US Christians in the 

East African nation, said, "The anti-homosexuality bill would never have come about without the involvement of 

American fundamentalist evangelicals." 

One of the first to investigate links between American conservatives and the African anti-gay movement was Kipya 

Kaoma, a Zambian clergyman living in Boston. Homosexuality was illegal in Uganda under existing colonial laws, he 

explained, "But nobody was ever arrested or prosecuted based on those old laws. People turned a blind eye to it. 

Homosexuality was not a political issue." 

That changed in 2009, Rev Kaoma said, when a group of American evangelicals led by Pastor Scott Lively, a self-

proclaimed expert on the "gay movement", held a series of talks in Uganda. Mr Lively warned audiences that the "evil 

institution" of homosexuality sought to "prey upon" and recruit Ugandan children in a bid to "defeat the marriage-based 

society". 

Dr Frank Mugisha, director of the LGBT rights organisation, Sexual Minorities Uganda (Smug), recently toldThe 

Independent on Sunday, "[The idea] of a gay agenda, of recruiting people to homosexuality - that language wasn't used 

in Uganda pre-2009. [Lively] made my work very difficult and was conspiring with my legislators, but [to Ugandans] 

he was like God himself. People were worshipping him as if he was from heaven." 

American conservatives first arrived in Uganda in significant numbers following the fall, in 1979, of Idi Amin, the 

Muslim dictator who had banned evangelical Christianity. Among them was Mike Bickle, founder of the Kansas City-

based International House of Prayer (IHOP). According to Mr Williams, "Bickle was there on the ground on the day 

Amin fell... with a group of American Christian leaders, to take the country as a Christian nation." 

US Christian groups have since spent millions on schools, hospitals and orphanages in Uganda. They have also found 

fertile ground for their religious values. Rev Kaoma said American conservatives may have lost the culture wars on the 

home-front, but they believe they can win in the developing world. "The battle has been fought on American soil, and 

then exported to the African continent," he said. 
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Mr Williams's film documents the involvement in Uganda of US pastors such as Lou Engle, a senior leader at IHOP, 

which has more than 1,000 staffers and a reported $30m (£18m) annual budget. Many of its young missionaries are at 

work in Uganda today. IHOP's anti-gay agenda is explicit at home and abroad. In 2008, Mr Engle led a prayer rally of 

33,000 people in San Diego, to pray for the passage of Proposition 8, California's ban on same-sex marriage. 

Before his influential trip to East Africa, Mr Lively was best known for his 1995 book, The Pink Swastika: 

Homosexuality in the Nazi Party, which asserted that Hitler and other leading Nazis were gay, and that their 

homosexuality inspired German militarism and the Holocaust. In March 2009, he spent five hours addressing the 

Ugandan parliament. 

Rev Kaoma, who surreptitiously filmed one of Mr Lively's seminars, said, "He brought to Uganda this new narrative of 

the so-called 'international gay agenda'... You might think, 'Is he out of his mind?' But people believed him, [and] the 

narrative since 2009 has been about protecting children from homosexuals." 

That narrative proved compelling. Many Africans retain a lingering suspicion of the post-colonial West, while appeals 

to parental instincts are powerful in Uganda, the world's most youthful nation: 50 per cent of its population is 15 years 

old or younger. For his part, Mr Lively told The Independent that the widely circulate video of his seminar "was 

selectively edited by a gay activist... It's pure propaganda and not representative of my views." 

Shortly after Mr Lively's visit, Ugandan MP David Bahati introduced the first draft of the Uganda Anti-Homosexuality 

Bill, which included the death penalty for "serial offenders". Mr Bahati is a member of The Family, a secretive 

evangelical group based in Washington DC, whose ranks include current and former US lawmakers, and which also has 

a close relationship with President Museveni. 

Mr Lively said that when he made recommendations to water down Mr Bahati's draft, they were ignored. "I'm very glad 

they dropped the death penalty, which was beyond the pale," he said. "I have mixed feelings about the remaining 

provisions... Simple homosexuality should not be punished with jail terms." 

In 2012 the US Centre for Constitutional Rights (CCR) sued Mr Lively on behalf of Dr Mugisha and Smug, alleging 

that his involvement in the passage of Uganda's anti-gay legislation restricted the human rights of gay people. The case 

has yet to come to court. Mr Lively said, "I was invited to Uganda by Ugandans who were concerned by the 

transformations that were beginning to take place in their society... It's a very racist premise to suggest that a white 

evangelical pastor, just by the force of his rhetoric, could overpower the will and intelligence of an entire African 

country." 

Yet following their success in Uganda, Mr Williams said, American fundamentalist evangelicals "are targeting the 

entire developing world... Country after country is passing these laws." In January, Nigerian President Goodluck 

Jonathan signed his country's anti-gay bill into law. 

Mr Lively remains adamant that he had no influence on the wording of the Ugandan law. But he is content to take credit 

for similar developments elsewhere. In 2006 he called on Russia to "criminalise the public advocacy of homosexuality". 

President Putin's government introduced just such a law last year. Mr Lively said, "The Russian law that criminalises 

propaganda to children was, I believe, directly modelled on my suggestions." 

Case study: 'I want to leave Uganda because  I fear for my life' 

Harold, 28 

There is no one who says "I want to become gay", especially here in Uganda. If you're born with one hand missing I 

cannot force you to have a second because I want you to do boxing. We do not choose to be gay.  

I've never told my parents I'm gay, only my older brother. Every time I think of sharing it with my mum I think she'll 

get worried. 

What I try to do is have friends that are girls and that makes my mum keep thinking that one of them might be a 

girlfriend. 

Here if you are gay, people look at you as if you are a beast - you are abnormal. When I'm on public transport now, I get 

paranoid when people look at me. We feel worried all the time, that's why I rarely [go out] on the street. 

I had a professional job last year for six months but left it. Although they didn't know that I'm gay, I never felt safe. 



 

 

Up until this week I was mainly staying at home and only going out when I needed to buy something, but I had to start a 

supermarket job because I have to pay my rent. If you are renting a house and the landlord finds out you are gay, they 

will say "go away, you're going to spoil my children". There are also people who hunt gays - they have a belief that gay 

people have money. 

Once they find out you are gay, they use their personal influence to make you suffer until they get something from you. 

I don't feel safe at all because of what happened to my friend, Albert; he was threatened a few weeks ago. 

I'm sure they [the men who threatened him] know who I am, because they even came to my mother's place looking for 

me. I want to leave [Uganda] because I fear for my life and have no peace. 

The President wants to be re-elected and he's ruled Uganda for so long that there are some groups who want him to 

leave. He was squeezed into a corner. If he refused to sign the [anti-gay] bill, citizens would not vote for him. 

I don't think things will ever change [for gay people in Uganda] because there was hatred for gay people even before 

the bill. 

People are so attached to the culture and it's all about preserving the culture. They know being gay is "bad", and it's 

harder to forget bad news than good news. 

'Harold' is a false name. He told his story to Amy Fallon in Kampala 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 


