Anatomy of a Backlash:
Sexuality and the “Cultural” War on Human Rights
By Scott Long1

What is at issue in cultural terms is a conflict of interest between the whole body, which is the
Zimbabwean community, and part of that body represented by individuals or groups of individuals. The
whole body is more important than any single dispensable part. When your finger starts festering and
becomes a danger to the body, you cut it off—the homosexuals are the festering finger.
-Statement in a parliamentary debate in Zimbabwe, 19952

A tale of one city: Cairo, in 1994, hosted the U.N. World Conference on Population and
Development. The meeting marked a major advance in recognizing women’s sexual
autonomy. Its final declaration linked sexuality, health, and human rights, affirming that
reproductive health “implies that people are able to have a satisfying and safe sex life”—
in effect, that control over the enjoyment of one’s own sexuality was essential to the
well-being of both women and men.
Much the same affirmation was made the next year, at the U.N. World Conference on
Women in Beijing. The impact on local activists was considerable. The Cairo conference,
for instance, gave strength to campaigns against female genital mutilation—in Egypt and
elsewhere. But other, more sinister notes were struck. The Kenyan press, for instance,
paid leering attention to lesbian activists marching at the Beijing meeting, leading then
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President Moi to declare: “The government rejects the immoral culture of homosexuality
and lesbianism raised during the … women’s conference.”3
Switch to Cairo seven years later. Police seized dozens of men in raids on cruising areas
and a discotheque where men who have sex with men were believed to gather. The press
accused them of staging a “homosexual wedding” service. Prosecutors charged them
with “debauchery,” the language for sex between men in Egyptian law, and alleged they
belonged to a blasphemous, “Satanist” cult assaulting culture and religion. Their
sensational trial inaugurated a massive, national crackdown on homosexual conduct, in
which hundreds of men have been seized and tortured—as well as a moral panic about
sexual “deviance” escaping state control. Local human rights groups that tried to
intervene have been smeared as agents of perversion.4
A spectre is stalking the arenas where human rights activists work. Its avatars range from
politicians in Zimbabwe to policymakers in the United States. It might be called an
alliance of fundamentalisms, though not all its agents embrace the term. The forces in
question define themselves most often by what they claim to defend—and that shifts
from time to time and territory to territory: “culture,” “tradition,” “values,” or
“religion.” What they share is a common target: sexual rights and sexual freedoms.
These are most often represented by women’s reproductive rights, the assault on which
continues. The most vividly drawn and violently reviled enemy typically is
homosexuality. “Gay and lesbian rights,” the dignity of people with different desires, the
basic principle of non-discrimination based on sexual orientation: all these are painted as
incompatible with fundamental values, even with humanity itself.
The target is chosen with passion, but also precision and care. Movements for the rights
of lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender people, along with movements that assert sexual
rights more generally, are arguably the most vulnerable edge of the human rights
movement. In country after country they are easy to defame and discredit. But the attack
on them also opens space for attacking human rights principles themselves—as not
universal but “foreign,” as not protectors of diversity but threats to sovereignty, and as
carriers of cultural perversion.
In many countries, forces opposed to universal rights standards have found their
strongest stance is to declare themselves defenders of “authentic” (though often
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invented) cultural tradition.5 “Culture talk” increasingly opposes itself to “rights talk.”
Rights are treated as invaders. Sexuality has turned into a key battleground in the
conflict. The “cultural” argument against sexual rights sees itself as striking the exposed
flank of rights protections. The onslaught also has devastating effects on public health—
as essential measures to prevent HIV/AIDS are scrapped in the name of “morals,” and
as vulnerable people are driven into the shadows.
Fundamentalism not only pits “culture” against rights, it paints a somber picture of
society in which sexuality—and, implicitly, a range of other human experiences—
demands continual and restrictive state scrutiny and control. Against this bleak and
onerous vision, rights activists must reassert basic principles of personal freedom; but
they must also affirm that human beings require the autonomous enjoyment of their
sexualities to lead satisfying, fulfilled, fully human lives.
The standard articulated in the preceding essay in this volume—that rights groups must
oppose efforts to legislate morality where the only “offense” is in the mind of the person
who feels someone else believes or behaves “immorally”—applies not only when the
motive is religious but more generally, whether campaigns to restrict rights are carried
out in the name of faith, tradition, culture, or collective values. At the same time, rights
activists must see defending sexual rights not as a distraction from their traditional
preoccupations, but as a necessary and logical development. Human rights are the
possessions of embodied human beings, whose dignity is bound up with the capacity to
inhabit and experience their bodies as their own. Everyone deserves the free enjoyment
of their sexuality. No one who does not hurt other people should be a prisoner of
others’ consciences.

Movements and Moral Panics
The last fifteen years have seen great growth worldwide in the visibility of people
gathering, organizing, and campaigning around sexuality—and around sexual rights,
sexual orientation, and gender identity. There are many causes. One lies simply in the
spread of democratic governments in the 1980s and 1990s. As dictatorial regimes
receded—in Latin America, in Eastern Europe, in Africa—and civil society asserted
itself, activists for sexual rights and sexual orientation also claimed freedom to join that
self-assertion. Models for organizing thus proliferated as well. Emerging groups across
Africa that identify as lesbian, gay, or transgender may look to, and learn from, the work
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courageous people have performed in achieving equal protection in South Africa (where
many activists in turn got their education in the anti-apartheid movement) or answering
a dictator’s vilification in Zimbabwe.
Meanwhile, movements around women’s health issues—whether female-genital
mutilation or access to reproductive health services—increasingly approached their work
through a rights-based framework. Women’s sexuality, when viewed through the prism
of human rights, could be seen as an empowering capacity, not a source of vulnerability
(as movements opposing violence against women had long tended to portray it)—as
something to be prized and defended. 6
HIV/AIDS put sexuality squarely in the center of health policy debates; and HIV/AIDS
activists also pushed public health discourse to open up to rights-based approaches.
This soldered links between “sexual minorities” and the languages of rights. Indeed, the
struggle against the epidemic has given many groups previously marginalized to the
point of invisibility a new importance in human rights discussions, including drug users,
prisoners, sex workers, and migrant workers.
The emergence of new or once-hidden identities in political life and in human rights
discourse has prompted part of the backlash. “Lesbian,” “gay,” “sexual orientation,”
“gender identity”—these concepts have been employed by activists in diverse places to
explain who they are and why their constituencies share common ground. At they same
time such concepts are decried as inauthentic imports or cultural impositions. Of course,
as has been widely noted, “homosexuality,” in the sense of a social self built around the
gender of one’s object of desire, is a construct that originated in modern industrialized
societies.7 It is only one way of attaching cultural meanings to the phenomena,
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universally found, of homosexual desire and conduct. Yet the charge (heard sometimes
from intellectuals as well as from conservative politicians) that those who translate these
terms into settings other than their origin are the agents of an alien lexicography,
pursuing their self-definition in foreign terms—this claim does not hold up. It neglects
the creativity and capacity for bricolage with which humans reinterpret and adapt ideas to
their own environments and needs: a constant change and interchange which is one of
the basic workings of culture.
And in fact ideas as much as identities are ultimately at stake in the backlash. Advocacy
around the rights of so-called “sexual minorities,” however they define themselves,
neither takes place in a vacuum nor is reducible to a minority concern. This advocacy
asserts a broader principle: that people should control their own sexualities; that, in the
context of respect for others’ dignity and consent, everyone has the right (as the World
Health Organization puts it) to “pursue a satisfying, safe, and pleasurable sex life”; and
that this pursuit is not inimical to cultural and social values, but supports people’s
healthy integration into culture and society.8 It is an assertion which lesbian, gay,
bisexual, and transgender activists make together with activists for women’s rights,
campaigners against censorship, and other human rights defenders. The claim to sexual
freedom is the deepest threat. The extension of human rights beyond consciences to
bodies is the unbearable presumption.
Sexuality is something on which every society—probably every person—imposes a
portentous array of meanings. It may be the most highly symbolized of human
experiences. Fundamentalists fear sexuality emerging from the cocoon of significance in
which they feel traditions once contained it. Yet this apprehension of escape itself
becomes a metaphor for other, larger anxieties about cultural, social, or political change.
Sexuality stops being an experience and becomes an emblem.
“Gay and lesbian rights” and the promise of equality serve, to their fundamentalist
opponents, as symbol rather than tangible threat. Those opponents rarely bother to
examine the substance of what such equality might entail. It is the monstrous apparition
of men’s and (particularly) women’s sexualities breaking the frame of traditional,
authoritarian control that terrifies them, and leads them to call on the law to repress the
genie back into the bottle. They are right that the liberatory impulse of human rights will
not be restrained from defending freedoms in people’s intimate and physical, as well as
“taking care of each other”) or “liberated queens,” and identifying themselves much more by their dissidence
from gender norms than by their sexual behavior.
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political, lives. They are at their most dangerous in acting on the insight. Using sexuality
as metaphor for broader processes of change, they extend their attack to the logic and
essence of human rights themselves.
One feature of fundamentalist discourses is the way their different terms collapse into
one another. “Culture” loses its variety and becomes indistinguishable from “morality,”
and “morality” from “religion,” which in turn is defined by and often defines
“tradition.” Collectively they can colonize “nationhood” until it becomes not a political
entity but a rhetorical weapon. All these words will run through the examples of the
backlash. In all cases, however, fundamentalisms strip these terms of ambiguity or
negotiability. They become, in the fundamentalist vision, not ideas to be debated or
environments in which to live, but mandates enforced by law.
Sometimes the backlash around sexuality has been overtly nationalistic. When the film
Fire, depicting a love affair between two women, was released in India in 1998, it was
met by riots and was hauled before the national Censor Board. Both violence and
silencing were instigated by the right-wing government and its allies. One leader of the
Hindu nationalist Shiv Sena party said lesbianism “is not in our national culture,” and
wondered why the women had been given Hindu instead of Muslim names. 9 Similar
arguments have been used to support the arrest and harassment of HIV/AIDS outreach
workers.10 In defending India’s law penalizing homosexual sex—a relic imported and
imposed by British colonialism—the government has claimed it was needed to preserve
true Indian mores and identity.
Sometimes the attacks show a mingling of religion, culture, and nationalism: as when
Robert Mugabe of Zimbabwe, who has devoted a decade to steady homophobic attacks,
wondered how “immoral and repulsive organizations, like those of homosexuals who
offend both against the law of nature and the law of morals of religious beliefs espoused
by our society, should have any advocates.” 11 Usually, however, they are meant to send
two ominous messages: that freedom is a gift, not a given; and that if one group’s
freedoms can be stripped away, so can others’. Thus Mugabe has said:
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Freedom … is not a selfish, one-way street. The greater the freedom one
enjoys, the greater the responsibility one owes the community which
bestows that freedom. … If we accept homosexuality as a right, as is
being argued by the association of sodomists and sexual perverts, what
moral fibre shall our society ever have to deny organized drug addicts …
the rights they might claim and allege they possess under the rubric of
individual freedom and human rights, including the freedom of the
press?12
Mugabe meant it. His threats to lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender people were a
prelude to crackdowns on farm workers, farmers, trade unions, opposition parties. The
press freedoms whose exclusivity he claimed to prize went out the window early in the
process.
Political leaders in many African countries have imitated Mugabe’s rhetoric. Yet by
contrast, in neighboring Namibia, where President Sam Nujoma indulged in similar
attacks for years, human rights activists quickly saw the assaults as aimed at all their work
and at the core values of human rights themselves. One said, “The government is
making attacks on homosexuality a central part of its outlook. But it will not end with
homosexuality—it is to create a culture of intolerance, a culture that will grow. Either we
change this culture and become more tolerant, or it will get worse.”13
Disentangling intolerance from “culture” led to danger. Another activist whose
organization condemned Nujoma’s statements related how he and his co-workers “have
been attacked as traitors, as spies, and as being un-African. And we have been attacked
for promoting homosexuality. … We are not promoting homosexuality, we are
promoting human rights.” 14 It is to their credit that human rights organizations fought
back, and affirmed both that homosexuality belonged to, and that human rights
principles were integral to, Namibia’s diverse culture.
In Egypt, the crackdown on homosexual conduct was used to isolate and defame the
country’s embattled human rights organizations. Few groups intervened: those who did
faced condemnation. The message was clear: that human rights had become the portal to
perversion. “They’re defending Egyptian perverts under the pretext of ‘human rights!”
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one tabloid headline raged.15 A columnist asked of “sexual perverts,” “What moral
debasement has this group arrived at? What kind of people are they, without religion,
moral values, or honor…claiming human rights? What human? What rights?”16
Similarly, in Jamaica in 2004, attacks on a Human Rights Watch report linking endemic
homophobic violence to the spread of HIV/AIDS turned into attacks on human rights
groups in general. A writer charged that “homosexual surrogates attached” to Human
Rights Watch have “ripped” into Jamaica for what it imagines is wide scale abuse here
against male homosexuals. Homosexuals have always found that their viral-like
attachment to key groups in civil society and other bodies where social activism is a
calling card has always assisted them as a launching pad from which they can subtly foist
their sexuality on a nation of people totally turned off from and sickened by the
abnormal and filthy act of one man having sex with another man.”17
Others threatened mainstream Jamaican human rights activists. The Jamaica Police
Federation, representing most of the country’s police officers, ominously lashed out at
Human Rights Watch’s “local accomplices” for “deliberately maligning the police and
the state.” Declaring that “The government and the police cannot be held responsible
for either the careless liaisons by homosexuals or the cultural responses of the
population towards gays,” it called on the Minister of Justice to “slap on sedition charges
where necessary to both foreign and local agents of provocation.”18
Religious groups have played a significant role in the backlash—and a significant role in
opposing it. Within many religious traditions, powerful voices have spoken up to defend
sexual rights, along with human rights principles generally. Still, evangelical Protestant
churches in Africa (many of them North American in origin) have often preached
homophobia. The Catholic Church in many places has lent official weight to campaigns
against equality for lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender people, as well as against
reproductive rights.19 Yet the role of churches or mosques in whipping up fears around
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sexuality should not be overstated. In most places the backlash’s leadership remains lay.
In many countries the roles of non-governmental organizations (NGOs) that identify
themselves as defending religious values, without being tied to a particular institution or
denomination, have been more powerful, and their rhetoric more ferocious, than most
religious figures.
This is nowhere more true than in the United States. Controversies over lesbian, gay,
bisexual, and transgender people’s claim to equality have burgeoned since 2003. That
year, the Supreme Court struck down the country’s remaining “sodomy laws.” Social
conservatives saw this as a blow to their own authority, and as the loss of one of the
basic ways in which governments declared their “disapproval” of homosexuality—a
disapproval manifested in a jail cell. Later that year, courts in the state of Massachusetts
ordered that the full rights of marriage be extended to same-sex partners. At least in one
jurisdiction, it seemed, equality was at hand.20
Individual states have wide latitude in the U.S. to set their own marriage policies;
however, the federal government has intervened in the name of overarching principles—
most notably when the Supreme Court struck down laws against interracial marriages as
fundamentally discriminatory. Social conservatives therefore took a two-pronged
strategy. They have pressed, with great success, for states to amend their own
constitutions to ban equality in civil marriage. Eleven such initiatives came on the ballot
in 2004; eleven states passed them, often by enormous margins. Some of these
amendments ruled out legal recognition of same-sex relationships in any form, such as
civil unions. Their sweeping wording could conceivably bar companies from granting
domestic-partner rights to same-sex employees, or actively prohibit a lesbian from
visiting her partner in the hospital. The zero-sum meanness of such provisions reveals
the underlying mindset, that certain relationships can be “protected” only by taking a
legal bulldozer to others. The motive is not “defending marriage,” but fear: fear of
difference, of the other. The only union they defend is the shotgun coupling imposed
between government and religious compulsion.

credibility; opposition to reproductive rights—an immensely productive wedge issue for religious conservatives
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The second strategy was to go national. President Bush has urged passage of a
amendment to the U.S. constitution which would bar equality in civil marriage. It would
be the first constitutional change in American history not to affirm a basic right but to
ban a specific group from enjoying it. Legislative proposals to achieve the same effect
nationwide are multiplying as well.
In the United States as in other countries, panics over sexual nonconformity have often
been connected to political repression. Consider how, in South Africa, the legal
prohibition on interracial sex became a foundation of the apartheid regime; consider too
how, during the McCarthyite period in the United States in the 1950s, the search for
invisible and insidious communists was paralleled by campaigns to root down and crack
down on homosexuals, in local communities and in government itself. The strong desire
of some social conservatives to expand state control over personal life, while eviscerating
the state’s secular character, was suggested by the influential conservative leader Bob
Jones in greeting the 2004 election returns. Warning that “liberals … despise your
Christ,” he urged the victorious president to “exercise forceful leadership … in passing
legislation that is defined by biblical norm regarding the family, sexuality, sanctity of life,
religious freedom, freedom of speech, and”—it is not clear how compatible this is with
the rest of the list—“limited government.”21
But the blend of social conservatism and sexual fear in U.S. policy is up for export,
where its effects are still more dangerous. Under the influence of religious and
conservative NGOs, the United States has—both domestically and in its capacity as the
world’s largest donor to HIV/AIDS programs—heavily promoted HIV prevention
programs that define sexual abstinence and marital fidelity as the sole solutions. The
“United States Leadership against HIV/AIDS, Tuberculosis, and Malaria Act”—a
foreign aid program passed in 2003, and commonly known as President’s Emergency
Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR)—mandates that one-third of prevention spending go to
“abstinence until marriage” programs. In the United States, such federally-funded
programs have censored scientific information about the efficacy of condoms, and called
marriage the only reliable strategy for preventing sexual transmission of HIV.22 In
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teaching that heterosexual marriage is the sole safe environment for sex, these programs
implicitly but intrinsically condemn lesbians’ and gay men’s sex lives—since, in most
countries, they cannot marry. The programs also cut off people at risk of HIV from
information that could save their lives.
The result, in countries that are candidates for PEPFAR funding, has been a rash of
statements endorsing abstinence and condemning condoms. In May 2004, for instance,
President Yoweri Museveni of Uganda, who had long supported condoms as part of a
prevention strategy, changed his position and declared that they should only be provided
to sex workers.23 In March 2004, Zambia reportedly banned distributing condoms in
schools, claiming they spread promiscuity among youth.24
One characteristic of many of these assaults on sexuality is that fundamentalist forces
interpret opposition—attempts to keep their proposals from being enacted into policy—
as an attempt to silence them altogether, or to keep them from urging their principles
upon free individuals. Thus promoting an open public sphere where religious institutions
and others with different views can speak is treated virtually as an initiative to suppress
the church. One can—and human rights activists do—oppose those who want gay sex
criminalized, while respecting the opponents’ consciences and safeguarding their political
freedoms. Yet in a strange inversion, those who vociferously object to applying human
rights principles sometimes claim that any debate itself breaches their basic rights.
They do this by claiming that individuals’ rights violate the “rights” of the “community”
to enforce morality—and silence. This appropriation of rights language should not be
curtailed—the words are available to all—but it deserves to be questioned. When an
Australian evangelical group claims that anti-discrimination legislation would infringe
“the rights of heterosexuals,” 25 it may seem marginal. The Catholic Bishops Conference
of the Philippines carried more authority, though, when answering Human Rights
Watch’s criticism of government policies—heavily church-supported—that impeded
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condom use.26 A spokesman said, “If we speak the language of rights, let it be about
authentic human rights—rights which foster human dignity.… The right to religious
belief is a paramount human right. Will Human Rights Watch deny that?”27
The right to religious belief does not mean that belief can tyrannize over others’
bodies—or deny others what they need to save their health and lives. The exercise of
individual conscience is not infringed if governments give men and women information
and condoms that will help them survive. Human rights groups should and typically do
stand up fiercely for religious freedom and the rights of believers. They should also stand
up against religious groups seeking to dilute or destroy rights protections on the sole
ground that they safeguard actions which faith or teaching may condemn. This holds
true whether the freedoms at stake are those of religious dissenters, atheists, women, or
men, or whether they involve consensual sexual behavior. Human rights principles
should not be twisted into a tool to suppress expression, conscience, or conduct, when
the only harm is in the mind of someone who takes moral umbrage at another’s
behavior or belief.
Finally, the public health consequences of the policies in question expose how untenable
are fundamentalist forces’ claims to be defending “rights” or to be standing up for
“communities.” When HIV/AIDS outreach workers are assaulted, in the name of
national tradition; when people are force-fed unscientific propaganda instead of lifesaving facts, in the name of safeguarding the family; when they are refused condoms, in
the name of moral values: it is communities who suffer, as HIV infection spreads.
More than ideology is at stake in the backlash over sexuality. Societies are devastated.
People die.

In the International Sphere
Far from conferences and Cairo, another important thing happened in 1994. The U.N.
Human Rights Committee, in its landmark decision in Toonen v. Australia, held that socalled “sodomy laws”—laws criminalizing consensual homosexual conduct—violated
standards of privacy and equality, and that “sexual orientation” was a status protected
against discrimination by the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights
(ICCPR).
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This has been the single most important U.N. move to affirm equality based on sexual
orientation. It has supported the grassroots struggles of countless activists. Yet since that
year, the United Nations has increasingly become a battlefield in wars over “culture” and
sexuality.
U.N. conferences such as the Beijing World Conference on Women; General Assembly
Special Sessions such as the 2001 meeting on HIV/AIDS or the 2002 gathering on
children; and increasingly the annual meetings of the U.N. Commission on Human
Rights have been sidetracked or taken over by fierce contests over questions of sexuality.
In the process, an odd alliance has emerged. It brings together the countries of the
Organization of the Islamic Conference (OIC); the Holy See (which, though not
recognized as a state, occupies observer status at the United Nations); and a group of
mostly U.S.-based NGOs, some identifying as Catholic, some rooted in evangelical
Protestantism or Mormonism, all with domestic records of combating reproductive
rights and sexual rights. Under the Bush administration, the latter have had sometimes
tacit and sometimes overt backing from their government.28
The alliance merits some comment. Its members work together closely, visibly planning
strategy in tandem at some sessions. Yet their opportunistic transcendence of the
conflicting confessional, political, and social traditions they represent boldly defies any
contention that “cultures” are or should be self-contained, insulated, or incapable of
negotiating across differences. They model the diversity they deny. At various venues the
members of the alliance have all claimed to be defending the “traditional family,” as if
unaware of the different entities the term might describe in Arizona and Qatar. The
irony of finding present and former officials, including diplomats, from powerful OIC
countries serving on advisory boards to U.S. NGOs identified with the “Christian right”
is profound. To add to the irony, many of the U.S. NGOs now devoting time and
resources to U.N. advocacy oppose the U.N. and all international human rights
mechanisms. One highly prominent U.S. advocate said in 2000, “Should the U.S. get out
of the U.N.? That’s a question I always steer clear of, principally because to participate in
the U.N. in the way that I do, you must at least have a veneer of supporting the U.N.”29
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The goals that unite them are simple to sum up: deleting sexuality. They fight to roll
back the affirmations of reproductive and sexual rights in the Cairo and Beijing
Platforms for Action; to restrict or eliminate mentions of family planning, sexuality
education, reproductive rights, and related issues; and to keep language on sexuality,
sexual rights, or sexual orientation out of any U.N. documents, ever.
“Sexual orientation” has been a key issue for these opponents, both in its own right and
as a wedge to attract the votes of other countries from the developing world. One writer
comments that religious and socially conservative groups in the U.S. are “turning to the
developing world as an innocent, unspoiled frontier, which might possibly be rescued
from a morally bankrupt West.”30 At the Beijing conference in 1995, a flyer claiming to
be from unnamed, conservative women from “Developed Countries” offered to
“apologize to people from the less developed world … [for the West’s] direct attack on
the values, cultures, traditions and religious beliefs of the vast majority of the world’s
peoples.”31 At Beijing +5 (the General Assembly session five years after the World
Conference on Women) a similar anonymous flyer courted developing states, blaming
conference delays on perversions: “If the West would stop pushing homosexual and
abortion ‘rights’ on unwilling countries, the document would be done. Don’t blame the
developing countries with the courage to defend their values and their right to selfgovernment!” 32
More is involved than flyers. The rights of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender people
simply appear an easy sacrifice in the eyes of this alliance. The 2001 U.N. Special Session
on HIV/AIDS saw a furious (and ultimately successful) campaign to rid the final
document of specific references to vulnerable groups, including men who have sex with
men, drug users, and sex workers. OIC states fought to prevent the International Gay
and Lesbian Human Rights Commission from addressing a panel on human rights—an
issue which finally came to a General Assembly vote (where the OIC narrowly lost).
Debates around sexual orientation reached new intensity in 2003 and 2004, at the annual
meetings of the U.N. Commission on Human Rights. In 2003, Brazil introduced a
resolution on “Human Rights and Sexual Orientation,” which expressed “deep concern”
at “violations of human rights all over the world against persons on the grounds of their
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sexual orientation.” The resolution came with little warning; few NGOs had a chance to
mobilize fully to support it that year. It met with frenzied opposition, though, from
some Commission members and from conservative NGOs, above all in the United
States. Pakistan, in an aide-memoire on behalf of the OIC, stated:
The resolution has been built on an “assumption” “for the purposes of
the resolution” that the concept [of sexual orientation] encompasses
various manifestations of sexual behaviour. The list could always be
expanded to include heinous activities like pedophilia and other errant
behaviour. … The draft resolution directly contradicts the tenets of
Islam and other religions. Its adoption would be considered as a direct
insult to the 1.2 billion Muslims around the world.33
This language imitated that of Christian-based NGOs in the United States, who had
quickly circulated misinformation about the key term’s meaning—suggesting that any of
the sexual disorders listed in the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual (DSM) could qualify as a “sexual orientation.” Thus, they claimed, “22
different ‘sexual orientations’” could be protected by the resolution, including bestiality
or pedophilia. They warned the resolution would offer “special human rights (rather than
equal human rights),” calling it “infamous,” “dangerous,” and, worst of all, likely to “pave
the way for the legalization of same-sex marriage across the world.”34
As the lobbyists well knew, “sexual orientation”—as understood in ordinary speech as
well as in repeated references in official U.N. documents—describes whether a person’s
sexual and emotional desires are directed primarily to people of the same or opposite
sex, or to both. It has nothing to do with the conditions listed in the Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual.35 Yet the distortion of language and medical fact, the conflation of
human rights principles with “protecting bestiality,” had their effect. In a chaotic session,
the resolution narrowly lost on a procedural question—by two votes—but was
postponed until the following year. 2004 saw unprecedented global mobilization of
lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender activists, and a sweeping coalition of other human
rights groups, to support the measure. However, OIC countries applied equally
unprecedented pressure, threatening to quash possible trade relations with Brazil.
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Sexuality at the United Nations had finally graduated to the kind of issue that economic
ties could hang on. Brazil postponed the resolution again. Its future fate is unknown.
In a further sign of how the attacks on sexuality widen into attacks on general rights
standards, in 2004 Egypt also spearheaded a battle by the OIC to remove “sexual
orientation” from a crucial Commission resolution on extrajudicial executions.
Repeatedly in the past, the same opponents had sought to undermine the work of the
U.N. Special Rapporteur on extrajudicial killings, whose reports drew attention to statecondoned or state-sponsored murders in many of their countries. They had used her
work on murders of “sexual minorities” to discredit her work on honor killings of
women, implying the second led to the first. And they used both to try to dismantle her
mandate. This year, they made it clear they would be happy to kill the resolution—one
basic to the United Nations’ human rights mechanisms—if it condemned killings of
lesbians and gay men.
Although the move was defeated, the story here returns again to Cairo: for it was evident
that Egypt was driven in part by the desire to keep unwanted U.N. attention away from
its violent domestic crackdown on gay men. The local backlash and the international one
meet.

Cultures and their Faces
On the night of September 29, 2004, FannyAnn Eddy, founder of the Sierra Leone
Lesbian and Gay Organization, was brutally murdered in the group’s offices in
Freetown. Although the motives for her killing remain unclear, many suspect she was
targeted for her visibility as a lesbian and an activist. Human Rights Watch worked
closely with her. This essay is dedicated to her memory.
Lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgender people have learned one lesson over the last
twenty years: violence follows visibility. People can be killed for their courage in standing
up, in speaking out about themselves. Yet FannyAnn’s life and death, on a continent
where homosexuality is again and again called “un-African,” call attention to another
truth. Cultures are made up of faces. They are not monoliths; they are composed of
diverse individuals, each contributing to and minutely changing what the culture means
and does.
When a culture is reinvented for ideological purposes as a faceless, seamless whole—
incapable of dissent from within, so that any dissenter automatically becomes an
outsider; incapable of changing, so that growth seems like destruction—it has ceased to

16

be an environment in which people can live and interpret their lives. It has become a
rhetorical weapon to be wielded against individuals, a tool of repression. And any
phenomenon that embraces innumerable Africans like FannyAnn can be called good or
bad, right or wrong; but it cannot be called “un-African.”
The forces described here draw their strength from fear. They share an anxiety: that
norms governing personal life, which family or community or religion used to inculcate,
are losing strength. They share an ambition: to enlist the state’s authority to enforce
those norms. If there is a useful definition of “fundamentalism,” perhaps it is this drive
to seize the state, turn its spotlight on private life, and make it the agent of a newlycodified “tradition.” They fail to understand—or, perhaps, they understand too well—
that a norm changes when it becomes a law: that, once backed by all the power of a
modern state, it loses the flexibility and negotiability that are the essence of a tradition. It
can only punish and repress, and it will find new victims.
The role of human rights principles, unquestionably, is to mark out spaces of personal
freedom, to affirm areas where individual privacy and dignity and autonomy should
prevail against state or community regulation. But human rights principles also defend
communities. They guard them against measures which, by isolating or marginalizing
people, threaten the whole body politic with epidemic disease. They protect minority and
subcultural communities against change or uniformity forced on them by the state. They
ensure diversity both among communities and cultures, and within them.
A dialogue between “rights talk” and “culture talk” is overdue—one which explores not
only the real meaning of culture, but the actual workings of rights. Rights work does not
promise utopia, only an endless process of protecting basic human values against
constantly renewing threats. But it also does not promise the dissolution of cultures or
the annihilation of traditions. It helps to ensure that they remain responsive to the
human beings they contain. To conserve is to care for, not to preserve unchanged. The
dialogue will happen only if true conservatives, who respect the past because they
grapple with its complexities, dismiss the false ideologies of cultural uniformity that
exploit sexuality with no other real goal than to reject, exclude, and destroy.
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