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Introduction: Pride 
Around the World 
Today

P
ride events are a central element of the global LGBTIQ movement. 
They are a loud and visible expression of the LGBTIQ community 
saying to the broader public - this is who we are, we are here, we 
deserve to be seen, recognized, respected, and protected. Pride is 

also a moment in time when the spotlight shines on LGBTIQ issues. 

Pride as we know it is considered to have been inspired by the aftermath 
of the 1969 riots that erupted in New York’s Greenwich Village after yet 
another police raid of the Stonewall Inn, an LGBTIQ bar. There are now 
Pride events in more than half the countries of the world. 

Today, Pride events take different shapes and forms around the world, 
often being called more locally relevant names. In places where the 
tradition of Pride is well established, such as the US and across many parts 
of Europe, it is a celebration of the progress achieved towards LGBTIQ 
equality to date and a reminder of the challenges ahead, such as banning 
sexual orientation and gender identity change efforts or achieving 
transgender equality. In countries where Pride is a newer event, it often 
serves as a protest, challenging social stigma, violence and discrimination, 
affirming the existence of LGBTIQ people, and calling for recognition and 
protection of our human rights. In other places still, Prides are restricted, 
banned, or cannot take place at all due to restrictive legislation, pervasive 
intolerance, or state-sponsored persecution.  

In this briefing paper, OutRight Action International strives to provide 
a global snapshot of what Pride looks like and means in different 
countries – especially places where it is a relatively new phenomenon, 
bravely struggling to gain traction, and places where Prides are under 
attack. This briefing paper features chapters on new and emerging 
Prides, as well as documenting a backlash against Pride events. It 
includes case studies of ten countries, providing a more detailed view 
of overarching trends. 

Previous page: Participants march 
on a street during Korea Queer 
Festival 2015 in central Seoul, 
South Korea, June 28, 2015. 
Photo by Kim Hong-Ji/Reuters
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Countries where Pride is held

Countries where Pride is not held
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For the purposes of this briefing paper, OutRight defines Pride, whether it is officially 
called that or not, as a public-facing, open and visible event – however many people it 
attracts – with the purpose of affirming the existence of LGBTIQ people, demanding 
recognition and protection of our rights, and celebrating progress to date. 

This briefing paper is the first of its kind. It documents the state of Prides around 
the world and the challenges they face, thus providing our movement with crucial 
information for continued progress on LGBTIQ equality.

Prides are now held in more than half of the world’s countries. According to the 
Interpride report Pride Radar, last published in 2016, Prides were held in 92 countries. 
OutRight has drawn on InterPride’s map and updated it. According to our findings, 
102 countries around the world now hold a Pride event (out of a total of 193 United 
Nations Member States and Taiwan).1

1	 According to OutRight’s findings, the following countries have some form of Pride event: Albania, Andorra, 
Angola, Argentina, Australia, Austria, Bahamas, Barbados, Belarus, Belgium, Belize, Bolivia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
Botswana, Brazil, Bulgaria, Cabo Verde, Cambodia, Canada, Chile, China, Colombia, Costa Rica, Croatia, Cuba, Cyprus, 
Czech Republic, Denmark, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, Es Salvador, Estonia, Eswatini, Fiji, Finland, France, Georgia, 
Germany, Greece, Guatemala, Guyana, Honduras, Hungary, Iceland, India, Ireland, Israel, Italy, Jamaica, Japan, Laos, 
Latvia, Lebanon, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, Mauritius, Mexico, Micronesia, Moldova, Mongolia, Montenegro, 
Myanmar, Namibia, Nepal, Netherlands, New Zealand, Nicaragua, North Macedonia, Norway, Panama, Paraguay, 
Peru, Philippines, Poland, Portugal, Romania, Russia, Saint Lucia, Serbia, Singapore, Slovakia, Slovenia, South Africa, 
South Korea, Spain, Sri Lanka, Suriname, Sweden, Switzerland, Thailand, Timor-Leste, Trinidad and Tobago, Turkey, 
Uganda, Ukraine, United Kingdom, United States, Uruguay, Venezuela, Viet Nam, and Taiwan



The Rise of the 
Right and 
Repression of Pride

I
n recent years numerous Prides around the world, even in places with 
a long history of holding Pride events, have seen an increasing backlash 
from society and state actors. In Russia, Pride events have been 
restricted and attacked since the first attempt by activists to organize 

them. Countries such as Turkey, Poland, Hungary, Georgia, Moldova, 
and many others, have seen increasing restrictions and even bans, or 
returning restrictions and bans after several years of progress, despite 
having held Pride events in the past.

Photo by Sedat Suna © 2016
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In many places the assault on Pride – and thereby a refusal to countenance full human rights 
for LGBTIQ people – is linked to the rise of authoritarian governments bringing with them a 
clampdown on civil society, and civil liberties more broadly. Indeed, in its 2020 report, Freedom 
House states that the number of “Free” countries in the world dropped to its lowest level in a 
15-year period in 2020.2 Furthermore the democracy indicator “Freedom of personal expression” 
has experienced the largest declines of any democracy indicator since 2012. While their report 
does not specifically cover the situation for LGBTIQ people, it does speak to the general 
environment where many of the crack-downs on Pride are happening.

Governments and movements are inspired by each other, and unfortunately, this is the case 
in the rise of nationalist, increasingly authoritarian governments. How the Russian state has 
attacked LGBTIQ people, including Pride events, has, in many ways, influenced the backlash 
in Poland, Hungary, Russia, Georgia, Moldova and elsewhere. Under the guise of protecting 
“traditional family values,” the Russian state has promulgated laws directly affecting the 
recognition of LGBTIQ equality. In 2012 the city of Moscow passed a 100-year ban on all 
Pride events.3 A year later the so-called “gay propaganda law” that outlaws the dissemination 
of information about LGBTIQ people and issues to minors “for the Purpose of Protecting 
Children from Information Advocating for a Denial of Traditional Family Values” was passed.4 
Although the law targets freedom of expression, it also has implications on freedom of assembly 
too, considering that minors can be present and see the manifestation. As such, other public 
events for or about LGBTIQ people or issues, including single person protests which do not 
require notification or authorization according to Russian legislation, can be banned in accordance 
with this law.5 Beyond Pride, this law perpetuates an image of LGBTIQ people as somehow 
threatening to children, thus amplifying hate and giving the green light for harassment, violence 
and discrimination. Attempts to pass versions of the “gay-propaganda” law have been made in 
Armenia, Lithuania, Latvia, Kyrgyzstan, Belarus and elsewhere.6 

In what appears to be an imitation of the Russian law, Hungary’s ruling party pushed through a law 
in June 2021 banning any representation of LGBTIQ people in school educational materials (such 
as sex education classes) or TV shows intended for under-18s; such material – whether a depiction of 
LGBTIQ characters or even a rainbow flag – may only be shown late at night. This could also impact 
companies such as Coca-Cola, which came under fire from rightwingers in Hungary in 2019 because 
of an ad featuring a gay couple. Amnesty International said the law would further stigmatize LGBTIQ 
people and said the passing of the law was a “dark day for LGBTI rights and for Hungary”.7

2	 Repucci, S. “Freedom in the World 2020: A Leaderless Struggle for Democracy.” Freedom House, 2021. https://free-
domhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2020/leaderless-struggle-democracy

3	 No byline. “Gay parades banned in Moscow for 100 years.” BBC News, Aug 17 2010. https://www.bbc.com/news/
world-europe-19293465

4	 Associated Press. “Russia passes anti-gay law.” The Guardian, June 30 2013. https://www.theguardian.com/
world/2013/jun/30/russia-passes-anti-gay-law

5	 No byline. “Undermining human rights at the United Nations – The case of Russia.” OutRight Action International, June 20, 
2019. https://outrightinternational.org/content/undermining-human-rights-united-nations-case-russia 

6	 No byline (OutRight Action International), 2019. 

7	 Rankin, J. “Hungary passes law banning LGBT content in schools or kids’ TV.” The Guardian, June 15 2021. https://www.
theguardian.com/world/2021/jun/15/hungary-passes-law-banning-lbgt-content-in-schools

4	 OutRight Action International
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Although the state has not gone so far in Poland, arguments about “traditional family values” are 
prevalent among conservative political and religious leaders, and have been used to restrict and 
attack the rights of LGBTIQ people. While neither country has banned Pride events, an increasing 
environment of hate speech against LGBTIQ people has contributed to displays of societal 
hatred, empowering attacks by individuals and fundamentalist groups, while state support for 
and protection of, for example, Pride events, has dwindled. 

Poland is covered in this briefing paper, and it bears marked similarities with the situation in 
Hungary. A right-wing government came to power in 2015 on a strongly nationalist platform 
championing the “traditional family”, opposing abortion and rights of LGBTIQ people, as well 
as being staunchly anti-migrant and advocating for more autonomy from the European Union. 
In Turkey, also covered in this briefing paper, the move to the right by a formerly centrist 
government  has also led to state repression of Pride. After over 10 years of progressively 
growing Pride marches in Istanbul, reaching attendance of up to 100,000 people, the march in 
2015 was violently dispersed by police using water cannons and rubber bullets. In subsequent 
years the march has been banned. 

This repression is part of a broader clampdown on any dissent in Turkish society, especially 
following the coup attempt of 2016, which President Erdogan used to strengthen his grip on 
power. It also means that, in response to this, the LGBTIQ movement in Turkey has allied itself 
with other dissenting groups, and sees itself as part of a general resistance to Erdogan’s 
authoritarian government. 

Similarities can be seen in countries in Asia, where social conservatism is deepened by repressive 
governments who see calls for LGBTIQ equality as a challenge to the state as they challenge 
respect for human rights across societies more broadly. This briefing paper presents case 
studies from the Philippines, Singapore, South Korea and Sri Lanka, where state repression 
or, at the least, obstruction can be seen to work against any events promoting LGBTIQ 
visibility, such as Pride, and any drive towards LGBTIQ equality in law.

In Uganda, also covered in this briefing paper, Pride events were held from 2012 to 2016 but 
then became impossible to stage. Same-sex relations are criminalized, and the government of 
President Yoweri Museveni has used widespread social prejudice against LGBTIQ people to 
maintain his hold on power. As in Poland, where the state is in alliance with Christian traditionalists, 
this has led to the suppression of Pride and any actions by LGBTIQ activists. 

In these aforementioned countries and others, state action against Pride – and social prejudice 
against LGBTIQ people and refusal of LGBTIQ equality – is a clear sign of the state’s investment 
in nationalistic aims and conservative mores.
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The Story of Pride in Poland  
PROUD HISTORY OF PRIDE 
Pride events, locally known as Equality Marches, have taken place in 
parts of Poland since 2001, when the first Equality March was held in 
Warsaw. From the mid-2000s, marches expanded to other locales in 
Poland, including Kraków, Poznan, Lodz and Gdansk, sometimes with 
support from city authorities. In 2010, Warsaw hosted EuroPride, a 
pan-European event that takes place in a different European city each 
year. In 2018, 45,000 people attended Pride in Warsaw, and in 2019, 
50,000 attended. That same year, a record 20 Pride events took place 
around the country.8 The 2020 Warsaw Equality March and others 
across Poland were cancelled because of the Covid-19 pandemic.

Activists in Poland have also held numerous other public facing events. 
For example, after an attack on members of a sports club, LGBTIQ group 
Homokomando started staging public exercise sessions – known as “equality 
jogging” – under the rainbow flag.9 Rainbow Friday events have been held in 
schools to counter bullying of LGBTIQ people for several years.10 

POLITICAL SHIFTS LEAD TO BACKLASH
LGBTIQ people enjoy few explicit protections under the law in Poland. 
Discrimination in employment is banned based on sexual orientation 
and gender identity by virtue of the Employment Equality Framework 
Directive of the European Union, and sexual orientation is recognized as 
grounds for seeking asylum, but hate crime and hate speech legislation 
does not include grounds of sexual orientation or gender identity, nor 
is same-sex partnership recognized.11 Despite this, activism by LGBTIQ 
organizations has grown in prominence and visibility over the last decade, 
both in relation to Pride events, broader advocacy, campaigns against 
LGBTIQ-phobia, bullying, and many others. 

8	 Dehnel, J. “The struggle for LGBT equality: Pride meets prejudice in Poland.” The Guardian, 
July 28 2019. https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/jul/28/lgbt-gay-rights-poland-
first-pride-march-bialystok-rage-violence

9	 Strzyżyńska, W. “Polish activists embrace ‘equality jogging’ at Pride parade.” The Guard-
ian, April 14 2021. https://www.theguardian.com/world/2021/apr/14/polish-activists-em-
brace-equality-jogging-at-pride-parades 

10	 No byline. “The Rainbow Friday – a pro-LGBT event in Polish schools.” Kampania 
Przeciw Homofobii, October 16 2019. https://kph.org.pl/the-rainbow-friday-a-pro-lgbt-
event-in-polish-schools/

11	 No byline (Rainbow Europe). “Annual Review of the Human Rights Situation of Lesbian, 
Gay, Bisexual, Trans, and Intersex People in Poland.” Rainbow Europe, 2020. https://rain-
bow-europe.org/#8653/0/0
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Following page: Equality march in 
Wroclaw, Poland June 21, 2020. 
Photo by Tomasz Pietrzyk/Agencja 
Gazeta via Reuters
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However, a growing backlash has accompanied the increasing visibility of the country’s LGBTIQ 
community, largely due to growing conservative political influences. The Law and Justice (Prawo i 
Sprawiedliwosc; PiS) party won the 2015 and 2019 general elections on an anti-immigrant, 
anti-Western and anti-liberal values platform. Previously in office from 2005 to 2007, PiS is known 
to be “a socially conservative, Euroseptic and nationalist party” which enjoys significant support from 
the Catholic church in Poland.12 While in power most recently, the party has succeeded in passing a 
near total ban on abortion, undermined independence of the judiciary, and stirred up fears that the 
country’s perceived “secularist trends” and “gender politics” are undermining the Catholic Church.13 

Hate speech from members of the ruling party is rife. In 2019, in the run-up to the European 
Parliament elections, gender, sexual and reproductive health and rights, and marriage equality 
came to the fore. European Parliament candidate Kaja Godek even claimed LGBTIQ people want 
to adopt children “because they want to molest and rape them” and urged: “We must, above all, 
limit the influence of the homo-lobby.”14 PiS leader Jaroslaw Kaczynski has called the movement for 
LGBTIQ equality “a threat to our identity, a threat to our nation and its long-term existence.”15 

12	 Smith, AD. “Poland lurches to right with election of Law and Justice party.” The Guardian, October 26 2015. https://
www.theguardian.com/world/2015/oct/25/poland-lurches-to-right-with-election-of-law-and-justice-party

13	 Dehnel, 2019

14	 Dehnel, 2019

15	 Florkiewicz, P. “Warsaw pride parade attracts large crowd amid heated political debate.” Reuters, June 8 2019. https://
www.reuters.com/article/us-poland-lgbt-parade-idUSKCN1T90KP
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Hate speech from religious leaders is also prominent. The Archbishop of Kraków called “LGBTI 
Ideology” a “plague” in 2019.16 Such overt hate speech stirs up hate towards LGBTIQ people in 
society, and gives the green light for violence and harassment by private citizens. 

AN ATTACK ON PRIDE
The potent hate speech from ruling politicians, and the growing opposition to LGBTIQ equality 
more broadly has resulted in increasing challenges to organizing Pride events, both in obtaining 
relevant permissions, collaborating with law enforcement, and facing backlash from the public. 

For example, in 2019, the city of Bialystok held its first Pride. Ahead of the march Tadeusz Wojda, 
Bialystok’s Archbishop, issued a proclamation to be read in all churches in the province17 stating 
that Pride marches are a “blasphemy against God” and should not go ahead. Unsurprisingly, the 
march was met with violent attacks by right-wing militants. A “counter-Pride” event was organized 
by PiS and held alongside Bialystok Pride It was billed as a family event but was heavily militarized. 
Counter-event participants set off smoke bombs and hurled rotten eggs, bottles, and cobblestones 
at Pride participants. They also shouted insults such as “Fags out!”, “Fuck you, faggots” and others. 
A truck with a loudspeaker accompanied the march, loudly announcing that “gays and lesbians rape 
children by the dozen.”18 Many marchers were physically attacked. Police did not prevent the at-
tacks, though their presence may have kept the attacks from being more severe.19 

“Bailystok is not a typical example,” says Miłosz Przepiórkowski of LGBTIQ advocacy group Lambda 
Warszawa. “It has never happened before at this scale. That was really horrible. Nobody died, 
thankfully. The neo-Nazis organized themselves, and they went there to have someone to fight with. 
They came along with their families, and you see 10 or 12 year old children shouting those insults.”20

After the violence in Bialystok, condemnations from politicians and religious leaders were half-hearted. 
Archbishop Wojda recognized that the violence was “incompatible with the attitude of a Christian,” 
but he also reasserted his support for “family values” and urged Poles to pray for the preservation 
of the family. A few days later, about 1,000 people gathered in Warsaw to protest the violence in 
Bialystok and reaffirm the call for LGBTIQ equality.21 

THE CURRENT CLIMATE
Beyond challenges to Pride, the overall climate for LGBTIQ people has become increasingly 
hostile. Between mid-2019 and mid-2020, about 100 municipal and provincial areas in Poland, 
chiefly in the southeast bloc of the country, declared themselves to be “LGBT-free zones”. These 

16	 Dehnel, 2019

17	  Dehnel, 2019

18	  Interview with Miłosz Przepiórkowski, May 13 2021

19	  Dehnel, 2019

20	  Przepiórkowski interview, 2021

21	  Reuters. “More than 1,000 march in Warsaw in support of LGBT rights.” The Guardian, July 27 2019. https://www.
theguardian.com/world/2019/jul/27/poland-march-warsaw-support-lgbt-rights-pride-violence

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/jul/27/poland-march-warsaw-support-lgbt-rights-pride-violence
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2019/jul/27/poland-march-warsaw-support-lgbt-rights-pride-violence
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declarations were based on charters supporting the “rights of the family” and opposing so-called 
“LGBT ideology.” Legally these declarations are meaningless and can not be enforced, however 
they contribute greatly to the overall backlash and boost LGBTIQ-phobia. The EU condemned the 
declarations and withdrew funding from several regions. A Warsaw court also placed a ban on the 
distribution of “LGBT-free zone” stickers that had been offered by a right-wing magazine.22

In the presidential elections of June and July 2020, incumbent Andrej Duda, allied to PiS, 
narrowly won over Rafal Trzaskowski, the liberal mayor of Warsaw. Trzaskowski had signed a 
declaration pledging to support LGBTIQ rights, including introducing education about LGBTIQ 
issues in Warsaw schools.23 In contrast, Duda said during the election that “LGBT ideology” was 
a greater threat to Poland than communism.24 

“The whole situation in Poland is so anti-LGBTI that it actually became funny,” says Przepiórkowski. 
“Last year, during the presidential campaign, the president said we are not humans, we are an 
ideology. He said it more than once. People are now more free to harass LGBTIQ people, to attack 
them. It encourages more and more people to show their hate towards LGBTIQ people, and towards 
women who are fighting for abortion rights.”25

Despite the backlash some activists believe that societal acceptance of LGBTIQ people in Poland 
is generally growing, and some progress is being made. The huge protests against the ban on 
abortion show that many actively oppose the conservative agenda.26 Bartosz Staszewski, who was 
among the organizers of Lublin’s first Pride event in 2018, highlighted that “ten years ago, it would 
be unthinkable to arrange a grassroots-led Pride march through the streets of my home town.”27 

In June 2021, the Equality Parade was back on the streets of Warsaw in considerable numbers. 
Mayor Rafal Trzaskowski walked at the head of the march. Miroslawa Makuchowska, vice director 
of the organization Campaign Against Homophobia, said: “We’ve been through a very, very rough 
time, but at the same time we are going out in the streets and we are saying we are stronger and 
we are not going to give up.”28

22	 No byline. “Poland court bans ‘LBGT-free zone’ sticker from sale.” BBC News, July 25 2019. https://www.bbc.com/news/
world-europe-49122087

23	 Florkiewicz, P. “Warsaw pride parade attracts large crowd amid heated political debate.” Reuters, June 8 2019. https://
www.reuters.com/article/us-poland-lgbt-parade-idUSKCN1T90KP

24	 No byline. “Polish election: Andrzej Duda says LGBT ‘ideology’ worse than communism.” BBC News, June 14 2020. 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-53039864

25	 Przepiórkowski interview, 2021.

26	 Amiel, S. EuroNews, May 12 2021. https://www.euronews.com/2021/05/12/100-days-since-poland-banned-abortion-pol-
ish-women-are-fighting-back

27	 Davies, C. “European elections: Sex and religion dominate campaigning in Poland.” The Guardian, May 22 2019. https://
www.theguardian.com/politics/2019/may/22/european-elections-sex-and-religion-dominate-campaigning-in-poland

28	  No byline. “Warsaw Pride back after LGBT rights backlash and pandemic break.” France 24, June 19 2021.  https://
www.france24.com/en/europe/20210619-warsaw-pride-parade-back-after-lgbt-rights-backlash-and-pandemic-break

https://www.reuters.com/journalists/pawel-florkiewicz


Pride in Turkey Under Fire
GROWING PRIDE STIFLED
Same-sex relations are not criminalized in Turkey, but LGBTIQ people 
enjoy virtually no explicit protections under the law and the climate 
has been described as “widespread hostility”.29 Despite this, Turkey, 
in particular Istanbul, has, until recently, had a strong history of large, 
visible, and well-attended Pride marches.  

Pride began in Istanbul in 2003, and grew in size each year up to 2015. 
Since 2014, Pride events have been held in other cities too, including 
Ankara, Mersin, Izmir, and Antalya. 

In Istanbul, Pride participation steadily increased from 5,000 participants 
in 2011 to an impressive 100,000 in 2014.30 In 2013, it was joined by 
protesters resisting development in the Istanbul’s Gezi Park area, and 
subsequently, it became increasingly intersectional, standing shoulder 
to shoulder with “the feminist, ecology, environmental and vegan 
movements.”31 In 2015, a year after Recep Tayyip Erdo an became 
President of Turkey, the State began clamping down on Pride events. 
That year the Police dispersed participants with water cannon and 
rubber bullets. In years since, the march has been banned.     

But Pride did not stop; each year activists and participants went ahead with 
Pride marches, defying bans and facing violent police clampdown. In 2020, 
because of the COVID-19 pandemic, Pride was organized as a virtual series 
of 35 events.32 In 2021, a Pride march was banned again. Police in riot 
gear used tear gas to disperse protesters who gathered despite the ban. 
Over 20 people were arrested.33

29	 Reuters Staff. “Istanbul LGBT pride march will go ahead despite ban: organizers.” Reuters, June 
29 2018. https://www.reuters.com/article/us-turkey-lgbt-idUSKBN1JP2Y7

30	 Pare, Y. “100.000 Kişi! Dile Kolay! [100,000 People! It’s Easy!].” Popkedi, July 2 2014. 
http://www.popkedi.com/yosun-pare/100000-kisi-dile-kolay  

31	 Istanbul Pride Committee interview, 2021

32	 Istanbul Pride Committee interview, 2021

33	 Reuters staff. “Turkish police fire tear gas ti disperse Pride march in Istanbul. Reuters, 
June 26, 2021. https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/turkish-police-fire-tear-gas-
disperse-pride-march-istanbul-2021-06-26/
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POLITICAL REPRESSION AND HATE SPEECH

President Recep Tayyip Erdo an’s Justice and Development Party (AKP) has been in power in 
Turkey since 2002. Erdo an himself was elected the President of Turkey in 2014. Since his ascent 
into this position, human rights and civil liberties have been under attack in Turkey. Especially after 
a failed coup in 2016, authorities embarked on a far-reaching crackdown on perceived dissent, 
including opposition politicians, academics, independent journalists and media, civil society 
and others. Around 160,000 people have been detained, and nearly the same number of state 
employees dismissed in the last five years. More than 50,000 have been formally charged and 
are in jail pending trial.34 Constitutional changes adopted in 2017 further concentrated power in 
the hands of the president.35 

Pride and the LGBTIQ movement has stood together with various other social groups, forming part 
of a broad resistance to the present government’s increasing authoritarianism and repression. With 
Pride events being as visible as they are, they formed an easy and obvious target of the state.36 

The increasing clamp down on civil society, and LGBTIQ people specifically, and any form of 
perceived dissent, has been accompanied by mounting hate speech, including against the 
LGBTIQ community. In 2020, after Istanbul Pride was shut down by police, the public response 

included tweets approving of 
the police action. The chair 
of the Red Crescent Society 
of Turkey, Kerem Kinik, 
tweeted that he would “fight 
against those who violate 
healthy creation.”37 He later 
claimed he was talking about 
pedophilia, not consenting 
adult same-sex relations, 
but Presidential aide Fahrettin 
Altun defended Kinik, tweeting: 
“LGBT propaganda poses a 
grave threat to freedom of 

speech.”38 President Erdo an himself said: “some people insidiously attack our national and 
moral values by normalizing perversions that have been condemned throughout history and aim 

34	 Reuters Staff, 2018

35	 Repucci, S., and Slipowitz, A. “Freedom in the World 2021: Democracy under Siege.” Freedom House, 2021. https://
freedomhouse.org/country/turkey/freedom-world/2021

36	 No byline (On Location Reporter). “Istanbul police use tear gas to disperse gay pride march.” Deutsche Welle, June 30 
2019. https://www.dw.com/en/istanbul-police-use-tear-gas-to-disperse-gay-pride-march/a-49421078

37	 Reuters. “Head of Turkish Red Crescent says condemned tweet was not homophobic.” Thomson Reuters Foundation 
News, July 1 2020. http://cms.trust.org/item/20200701061147-651lx 

38	 Altun, F. Tweet. https://twitter.com/fahrettinaltun/status/1277670119162986498?lang=en

President Erdoğan himself said, “Some 

people insidiously attack our national and 

moral values by normalizing perversions 

that have been condemned throughout 

history and aim to poison young minds.”
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to poison young minds.” Moreover, he openly incited the public to violence by urging the public 
to confront “any type of perversion forbidden by our God, and those who support them”.39

More recently, the hate speech against LGBTIQ people has taken an even darker turn, using human 
rights language to attack the community. Increasingly, rhetoric about LGBTIQ people has turned into 
accusations of the community stirring hate or inciting violence, thus justifying persecution. 

For example, in February 2021, four students at Istanbul’s Bogazici University protested against 
Erdoğan’s appointment of a loyalist with links to the ruling party as the university’s Rector. In 
response, Turkish Interior Minister Suleyman Soylu tweeted “four LGBT+ perverts were detained 
for inciting hatred.”40 The tweet was flagged by Twitter for “hateful conduct.”41 In the same month, 
Erdoğan addressed members of the Justice and Development Party, saying: “we’ll carry our youth 
to the future, not as LGBT+ youth, but like the youth from this country’s glorious past.”42

39	  Reuters Staff. “Pride celebrations stir tensions in Turkey.” Reuters, July 1 2020. https://www.reuters.com/article/us-
turkey-rights-lgbt-idUSKBN2426FA

40	 Soylu, S. Tweet. https://twitter.com/ragipsoylu/status/1356539725268611076

41	 No byline (Associated Press). “Twitter limits access to Turkish minister’s LGBT tweet.” Yahoo!News, February 2 2021. 
https://sg.news.yahoo.com/twitter-limits-access-turkish-ministers-150753955.html

42	 Mitchell, H. “LGBT+ people are facing a dire situation in Turkey. This is how it got so bad, and why you should care.” Pink 
News, February 4 2021. https://www.pinknews.co.uk/2021/02/04/lgbt-turkey-rights-law-pride-ban-erdogan-gay-lesbian-
transgender-turkish/

Pride in Istanbul, Turkey, June 30, 
2019. Photo by Murad Sezer/Reuters
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INCREASING BANS
The banning of the Istanbul Pride march in 2015 was the first shot at the LGBTIQ community 
from the government, but repressive measures have increased since then. At first, the 
restrictions on Pride events only covered outdoor activities. Since then, indoor events have 
come under attack too. Queer short films that were to be screened in conjunction with the 
British Council and Pera Museum in 2017 were banned by the Beyo lu District Governorship, 
and the Queer Olympix sports events, which were to be held for the third time in 2019, were 
banned by the Kadıköy District Governorship on the second day of the event. Queer Olympix 
organizers sued the government over these clampdowns, and the court concluded that the 
government had not complied with the law.43 

But forms of state repression continue, especially in smaller cities with less history of Pride. 
“The obstacles are greater in Pride Weeks held in cities outside of Istanbul,” say organizers. 
In November 2017, all LGBTIQ activities in Ankara, including Pride Week events in the city, 
were banned indefinitely. The ban was lifted two years later, after the KaosGL association took 
the case to the Regional Administrative Court. In 2019, Pride events in Antalya, İzmir and Mersin 
were banned. The bans were later overturned, after court action.44 

Court rulings against increasing bans show that activists are able to challenge and overturn 
them, indicating that the independence of the court system is still intact, however, this lays 
heavy burdens on organizations. Moreover, the persistent bans amplify hate against LGBTIQ 
people, and create an atmosphere which gives the green light for harassment and attacks 
against Pride participants by private citizens. 

STILL COMING TOGETHER
Despite the bans and the police violence directed at Pride, the committee organizing Istanbul 
Pride says it continues to build solidarity and community among LGBTIQ people in other ways. 
Besides Pride itself, the community is creating more occasions for gathering and activism. “Our 
coming together at events … [means] we can strengthen each other.” They are tackling “many 
rights struggles regarding our intersectional identities, from our union rights to trans students’ 
right to housing”.

The community organized Pride again in 2021, defying bans and facing police brutality. On the 
last day of the Istanbul Pride Week, a march aimed for Istiklal Street, “the heart of Istanbul and 
the country.” The march was shut down by riot police using tear gas and violence. At least 20 
people were detained.45 Still, activists insist: “We are here, we are not going anywhere!”46

43	 Istanbul Pride Committee interview, 2021

44	 Istanbul Pride Committee interview, 2021

45	 Reuters staff. “Turkish police fire tear gas ti disperse Pride march in Istanbul.” Reuters, June 26, 2021. https://www.
reuters.com/world/middle-east/turkish-police-fire-tear-gas-disperse-pride-march-istanbul-2021-06-26/	

46	 Istanbul Pride Committee interview, 2021
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Pride and Human Rights in the 
Philippines
ROOTS OF PRIDE
Pride events in the Philippines started in the early 1990s. Similarly to 
other places, the first Pride events came as a response to experiences 
of severe discrimination which gave rise to “multiple spontaneous 
expressions of resistance.”47 In 1994, the national democratic group, 
Pro-Gay (Progressive Organization of Gays in the Philippines), along 
with the MCCP (Metropolitan Community Church Philippines), organized 
the first Pride March in the Philippines – and, in fact, the first in the 
entire Asia-Pacific region. Other countries have followed suit, with Pride 
emerging across the region, from Japan (in the same year as the Philippines) 
to India (1999) and Sri Lanka (2005; see this briefing paper). Since then, 
a tradition of Pride events has persisted in the Philippines. In 2018, 
25,000 people participated in the Metro Manila Pride March. In 2019, 
the number rose to 75,000, according to activist and Pride organizer 
Rey Valmores-Salinas, from the organization Bahaghari.48

To this day, protest remains a core element of Pride in the Philippines. As 
Valmores-Salinas puts it, “although it took several years for Pride to be 
shaped to what it is now, the spirit of resistance by the LGBTIQ community 
in the Philippines persisted.” The Filipino LGBTIQ community believes that 
“there is no Pride for some, without liberation for all. Hence – and although 
this took several years and numerous debates and ideological struggles 
– Pride has slowly shifted to be an avenue of protest for all, be it LGBTIQ 
people, women, workers, farmers, indigenous peoples, and more.”49

This was also true during the COVID-19 pandemic, when LGBTIQ 
communities realized that “it is an issue that disastrously affects our 
entire community, and hence, is a queer issue. Just as poverty, hunger, 
joblessness, the landlessness of our peasants in the countryside, the 
lack of self-determination for indigenous peoples, the displacement of 
urban poor communities in the cities, the denial of dignified opportunities 
for workers, and the human rights violations against activists, are all 
queer issues.”50

47	  Interview with Rey Valmores-Salinas, May 16 2021.

48	  Valmores-Salinas interview, 2021.

49	  Valmores-Salinas interview, 2021.

50	  Valmores-Salinas interview, 2021.
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Pride events also take place across the country. Apart from the Metro Manila Pride March, multiple 
local Pride marches take place across the Philippines, organized by local communities, including in 
Baguio and Iloilo. 

In the Philippines close coordination with local government and municipalities is necessary 
for organizing large scale, public events. As such, Pride events are typically organized several 
months in advance. Most events tend to take place in June. 

Metro Manila Pride in Marikina 
City, Philippines, June 29, 2019. 
Photo by Eloisa Lopez/Reuters
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PROGRESS AND PREJUDICE
Some progress has been made towards LGBTIQ equality, and Pride has undoubtedly played 
a role in achieving it. For example, a proposed law to counter discrimination – the Sexual 
Orientation, Gender Identity, and Expression [SOGIE] Bill - is slowly finding its way through 
Parliament. Meanwhile, the city of Manila and Quezon city have both adopted anti-discrimination 
ordinances inclusive of sexual orientation and gender identity.51 Quezon City has also trained, 
expanded and visibly identified services for LGBTIQ victims of family and domestic violence, 
among other progress.52 

However, the increasing visibility of a growing Pride movement has been accompanied 
by resistance too.  According to Valmores-Salinas: “Although it is inspiring to see more 
and more people’s political consciousness growing and joining the LGBTIQ community in 
demanding our rights, there continue to be vitriolic attacks against Pride, and against the 
LGBTIQ community in general.”53 

THE PRIDE 20
Some political resistance to LGBTIQ equality and Pride events has also developed since 
Rodrigo Duterte became President in 2016. With his ascent to power attacks on human rights 
defenders, activists and opposition politicians, journalists, lawyers and many others have 
increased. Consequently, the Philippines has been in a state of unrest.54 This has had an impact 
on LGBTIQ people more broadly, and on Pride organizers specifically, as Pride events in the 
Philippines tend to focus on human rights violations as a whole.

In 2020, as the COVID-19 pandemic engulfed the world, President Duterte took the 
opportunity to clamp down on dissent and activism even more, under the pretence of public 
safety.55 At Mendiola Pride in 2020, for example, 20 people – who became known as the 
“Pride 20” – were arrested by police. Besides LGBTIQ concerns, they were protesting an 
anti-terrorism bill that threatened the rule of law in the Philippines, as well as demanding 
that  the government provide aid for poor workers and drivers displaced by the months-
long coronavirus lockdown.56 Rey Valmores-Salinas was one of the Pride 20.

51	 CNN Philippines Staff. “Manila to penalize anyone who discriminates based on sexual orientation, gender identity.” CNN Phil-
ippines, Oct 29, 2020. https://cnnphilippines.com/news/2020/10/29/city-of-manila-ordinance-protection-of-lgbtqi-rights.html

52	 Grace Poore. “2nd Phase Completed to Enhance Domestic and Family Violence Protections for LGBT People in Philip-
pines and Sri Lanka.” OutRight Action International, March 18 2021. https://outrightinternational.org/content/2nd-phase-com-
pleted-enhance-domestic-and-family-violence-protections-lgbt-people-philippines

53	 Valmores-Salinas interview, 2021.

54	 Human Rights Watch. “Philippines. Events of 2020.” World Report 2021.  https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2021/
country-chapters/philippines

55	 No byline. “Philippines: Country faces health and human rights crisis one year into the COVID-19 pandemic.” Amnesty Inter-
national, April 26 2021. https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2021/04/philippines-faces-health-human-rights-crisis-covid/

56	 The Associated Press. “Manila police arrest 20 Pride protesters seeking virus aid.” ABC News, June 26 2020. https://
abcnews.go.com/International/wireStory/manila-police-arrest-20-pride-protesters-seeking-virus-71469165

“The goal is always to inspire, to organize, to 

animate more people into joining the struggle.” 

The battle for human rights for LGBTIQ people 

is undertaken by “standing alongside other 

oppressed peoples, in a movement from the 

grassroots.”  

– Rey Valmores-Salinas

https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/06/05/philippines-new-anti-terrorism-act-endangers-rights
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/06/05/philippines-new-anti-terrorism-act-endangers-rights
https://abcnews.go.com/alerts/Coronavirus
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According to Valmores-Salinas: “members of the LGBTIQ community demanded not only an end 
to discrimination but also the junking of the Anti-Terrorism Law, which legitimizes state terror by 
legalizing wiretapping, the jailing of government critics without warrant, and the proscription of 
critics as ‘armed terrorists’ for simply holding protests and being critical of the government.”57 

Mendiola Pride in 2020 ended with “a vicious mass arrest”, violent dispersal and the illegal 
detention of the 20 people. Yet the arrests “sparked a national conversation led by the LGBTIQ 
community not only about discrimination, but about state fascism, police brutality, and tyranny.”58

FUTURE OF PRIDE
Valmores-Salinas is not letting her experience as one of the Pride 20 deter her from future 
activism. Looking ahead she says: “The goal is always to inspire, to organize, to animate more 
people into joining the struggle.” The battle for human rights for LGBTIQ people is undertaken 

by “standing alongside 
other oppressed 
peoples, in a movement 
from the grassroots.” 
In future, with the 
experience of a virtual 
Pride to lean on, she 
says the community will 
lead “events online for 
our siblings who could 
only raise their fists 
from home”.59

LGBTIQ people in the 
Philippines will “continue to organize Pride Marches in keeping with the militant history that has 
been passed down to us ... In a time of increasing violence against the LGBTIQ community, it is 
only right that we meet this record violence with record solidarity.”60

57	 Valmores-Salinas interview, 2021.

58	  Valmores-Salinas interview, 2021.

59	  Valmores-Salinas interview, 2021.

60	  Valmores-Salinas interview, 2021.
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Rodrigo Duterte became President in 2016. With his ascent to power attacks on human rights 
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increased. Consequently, the Philippines has been in a state of unrest.54 This has had an impact 
on LGBTIQ people more broadly, and on Pride organizers specifically, as Pride events in the 
Philippines tend to focus on human rights violations as a whole.

In 2020, as the COVID-19 pandemic engulfed the world, President Duterte took the 
opportunity to clamp down on dissent and activism even more, under the pretence of public 
safety.55 At Mendiola Pride in 2020, for example, 20 people – who became known as the 
“Pride 20” – were arrested by police. Besides LGBTIQ concerns, they were protesting an 
anti-terrorism bill that threatened the rule of law in the Philippines, as well as demanding 
that  the government provide aid for poor workers and drivers displaced by the months-
long coronavirus lockdown.56 Rey Valmores-Salinas was one of the Pride 20.

51	 CNN Philippines Staff. “Manila to penalize anyone who discriminates based on sexual orientation, gender identity.” CNN Phil-
ippines, Oct 29, 2020. https://cnnphilippines.com/news/2020/10/29/city-of-manila-ordinance-protection-of-lgbtqi-rights.html

52	 Grace Poore. “2nd Phase Completed to Enhance Domestic and Family Violence Protections for LGBT People in Philip-
pines and Sri Lanka.” OutRight Action International, March 18 2021. https://outrightinternational.org/content/2nd-phase-com-
pleted-enhance-domestic-and-family-violence-protections-lgbt-people-philippines

53	 Valmores-Salinas interview, 2021.

54	 Human Rights Watch. “Philippines. Events of 2020.” World Report 2021.  https://www.hrw.org/world-report/2021/
country-chapters/philippines

55	 No byline. “Philippines: Country faces health and human rights crisis one year into the COVID-19 pandemic.” Amnesty Inter-
national, April 26 2021. https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2021/04/philippines-faces-health-human-rights-crisis-covid/

56	 The Associated Press. “Manila police arrest 20 Pride protesters seeking virus aid.” ABC News, June 26 2020. https://
abcnews.go.com/International/wireStory/manila-police-arrest-20-pride-protesters-seeking-virus-71469165

“The goal is always to inspire, to organize, to 

animate more people into joining the struggle.” 

The battle for human rights for LGBTIQ people 

is undertaken by “standing alongside other 

oppressed peoples, in a movement from the 

grassroots.”  

– Rey Valmores-Salinas

https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/06/05/philippines-new-anti-terrorism-act-endangers-rights
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/06/05/philippines-new-anti-terrorism-act-endangers-rights
https://abcnews.go.com/alerts/Coronavirus


S
O

U
TH

 K
O

R
E

A
South Korea’s Many Queer 
Festivals 
A LONG, PROUD TRADITION
South Korea has a long tradition of holding Pride events, locally known as 
Queer Culture Festivals. The festivals date back to 2000, when the first 
Korea Queer Culture Festival was held in Seoul. Now renamed the Seoul 
Queer Culture Festival (SQCF), it has been held annually since then.

South Korea’s Queer Culture Festivals (QCF) have also taken place 
elsewhere across the country. There are now nine regular QCFs 
nationwide. In Daegu the festival has been held since 2009, in Busan 
and Jeju since 2017, in Jeonju, Incheon and Gwangju since 2018, and 
Changwon since 2019. 

The oldest festival, in Seoul, grew from about 50 participants in 2000 to 
about 150,000 in 2019, including both LGBTIQ community members and 
allies. Local QCFs are smaller and range from several hundreds to around 
3,000. Considering the size of the places the festivals are organized in, 
these are significant numbers resulting in notable visibility and awareness in 
smaller cities.

Today, however, despite the growing Pride tradition across the country, 
the Queer Culture Festivals of South Korea are coming under fire. 
Conservative Christian churches have mobilized to oppose the Queer 
Festivals, encouraging followers to protest them, resulting in festivals 
attracting counter-protests that have led to violence. Unfortunately, activists 
also report cases of the police failing to intervene when attacks on the Queer 
Festivals happen, allowing them to continue with impunity and making 
LGBTIQ community members feel unsafe and distrustful of the police.61

QUEER FESTIVALS AND MARCHES
The Queer Festivals in Korea consist of a Pride march, in addition to other 
activities. Booths usually line a square, and performances and speeches 
affirming the existence of LGBTIQ people, calling for recognition of rights, 
and expressing solidarity take place on a stage. The festivals are public, but 
take place in an enclosed space, providing attendees with protection from 
possible counter-protesters, while also reducing somewhat the efficacy of 
the event as a moment of queer visibility.62

61	 Interview with Sumi Cho, June 2 2021.

62	 Cho, S. “Symbols and Rituals on the Grounds of Queer Culture Festivals.” Preliminary trans-
lation by Grace Payer. Korean Anthropology Review 6, 2022 (forthcoming), 6.

18	 OutRight Action International
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Still, activist Cho writes, “once a person clears the gate, colorful LGBTQ+ symbols enter 
their field of vision from all around, and a space opens up before them in which people with 
diverse and unimpeded bodily expressions are walking around freely. Because this contrast 
is so stark, one gets the feeling of stepping into an entirely new world.”63

The booths are used by activists and LGBTIQ groups to build community, get their message out 
and fundraise. Booths range from LGBTIQ-friendly religious groups, YouTubers and K-Pop fans, 
LGBTIQ and other organizations, among others. Many organize quizzes, games and photographs. 
The presence of groups “dealing with religion, women’s rights, labor rights, disability rights, 
and the environment, express their solidarity, but [also affirm] the existence of LGBTQ+ workers 
or students”, and serve as a reminder of the intersectional identities LGBTIQ people have.64 

The diverse nature of these festivals ensures that messaging about LGBTIQ people, inclusivity, 
tolerance, diversity and the need for recognition and protection of rights are expressed in a 
multitude of ways. “Messages like ‘LGBTQ+ people are everywhere’, and ‘Queer people are deserving 
of recognition and love just for existing’ are most typical,” says one activist.65

63	  Cho, 2022, 7.

64	  Cho, 2022, 8, 9.

65	  Cho, 2022, 4.

A participant holds up a rainbow-coloured fan and a South Korean national flag as they face Christian groups, during Korea Queer Festival 
2015 in central Seoul, South Korea, June 28, 2015. Photo by Kim Hong-Ji/ Reuters
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UNDER ATTACK
While the success of the Queer Culture Festivals across South Korea has been notable, the 
counter-protest movement has also grown in strength and number. Academic and anthropologist 
Dr Sumi Cho, who has been tracking the growing opposition, highlights a particularly gruesome 
attack: “the 2018 Incheon QCF was nearly cancelled because of the attack by homophobic Christian 
protesters. Local conservative churches mobilized thousands of [counter-]protesters to keep the 
festival from happening. The protesters occupied the Station Square, where the festival was to 
be held, and physically attacked organizers and festival participants.” 66

As a result of this attack, QCF participants were surrounded and denied access to bathrooms, water 
and food for 12 hours. A police line divided the two groups, but activists report that police did 
not intervene to stop physical attacks, nor did they try to disperse the counter-protesters, 
instead suggesting that QCF organizers should close Pride events in order not to provoke 
counter-protesters. Participants of the festival endured physical and verbal attacks, sexual 

harassment, cursing and exorcism, 
and vandalism. The march was also 
affected, “the parade was blocked 
and took four hours to proceed 
about 500 metres.”67 Organizers 
pressed charges against individual 
attackers and local religious leaders 
who had mobilized the counter- 

protesters. Despite submissions of overwhelming photo and video evidence, or the presence 
of the police at the scene of the attacks, the case is yet to be resolved.68 

Elsewhere Pride events have also been prevented from taking place, or severely restricted. 
The 2019 Busan QCF was cancelled, because the local authority (the Haeundae Ward Office) 
did not permit the festival to occupy Gunam Street, where it had been planned to be held. The 
justification provided was that QCF does not promote “public interests”.69 Moreover, the Ward 
Office imposed fines on the Busan QCF organizing committee for holding the 2017 and 2018 
events without a permit, “and threatened to forcefully remove installations, equipment and 
disperse participants if a 2019 QCF were to be held.”70

The organizers of the Busan QCF decided to cancel the 2019 festival because they “could not 
ensure the safety of the participants”. Instead they held a demonstration protesting the Ward 
Office’s decision at the same space on the same day.71

66	  Interview with Sumi Cho, June 2 2021.

67	  Cho interview, 2021.

68	  Cho interview, 2021.

69	  Cho interview, 2021.

70	  Cho interview, 2021.

71	  Cho interview, 2021.

“Local conservative churches mobilized 

thousands of protesters to keep the 

queer festival from happening.” 

– Dr. Sumi Cho
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The 2019 and 2020 Jeju QCF was cancelled voluntarily, because the organizers were suffering 
from burnout. “Instead of a festival, they organized small, community-based art and culture 
events that raised LGBTQ awareness across Jeju throughout the year.”72

In addition to opposition by religious groups organizing counter-protests, state obstruction also 
plays a role in restricting Queer Festivals in South Korea. There is no explicit repression by the 
state, but national and local governments hinder the QCFs by not granting permits to use public 
spaces (squares, streets, etc).73 Longstanding, larger festivals such as those in Seoul and Daegu, 
have achieved a certain level of cooperation with the police, but, in other areas it is not so, and 
in some cases the police refuse to cooperate, making organization of the festivals challenging. 
Moreover, local government officials and high-ranking police officials are often pressured by 
local Christian leaders into opposing the festivals.74

SOCIAL BACKLASH
There has been some social backlash against the increasingly visible Queer Culture Festivals too, 
predominantly among Christian groups. According to activist Cho, “in both national and local politics, 
politicians and authorities fear the pressure from conservative Christians and have tried to avoid 
accusations that they are somehow friendly to LGBTIQ communities…”

Portrayal of LGBTIQ people in the media can also often be harmful. “Attacks and fake news 
are especially rampant online, as they often claim that QCFs are ‘orgies’ and ‘obscene’ and are 
harmful to the general public.”75 This, in turn, impacts public opinion and stirs hate among society. 
Trolling and cyberbullying has also become an issue. “Kim Ki Hong, the former president of Jeju 
QCF organizing committee, a non-binary transgender person, suffered severe cyber-bullying 
online and took their own life in February 2021,” recalls Cho.76

Yet recent polls show that 79% 
of South Koreans aged 18 to 25 
are accepting of LGBTIQ people, 
compared to 23% for those older 
than 50.77 So it can be concluded the 
Queer Culture Festivals, while inciting 
a loud backlash among predominantly 
religious communities, are also 
showing large parts of the population 

72	 Cho interview, 2021.

73	  Cho interview, 2021.

74	  Cho interview, 2021.

75	  Cho interview, 2021.

76	  Cho interview, 2021.

77	  Poushter, J, and NO Kent. “The Global Divide on Homosexuality Persists.” Pew Research Center, June 2020. https://www.
pewresearch.org/global/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2020/06/PG_2020.06.25_Global-Views-Homosexuality_FINAL.pdf

“...recent polls show that 79% of South 

Koreans aged 18 to 25 are accepting of 

LGBTIQ people, compared to 23% for 

those older than 50.” 

– Jacob Poushter and Nicholas O. Kent
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that LGBTIQ people are here, are not a threat, and deserve to have their rights recognized and 
protected, thus shifting public opinion.

FIGHTING FOR AN ANTI-DISCRIMINATION LAW
In addition to enhancing visibility of the LGBTIQ community, and improving awareness among 
the general population about LGBTIQ issues, the Queer Festivals have very concrete goals. 
Namely, activists are advocating for an anti-discrimination law which would explicitly protect 
people from discrimination on grounds of sexual orientation and gender identity. Such a law has 
repeatedly been brought before the South Korean Parliament, but has as yet been unsuccessful 
in getting passed.

Activists keep trying. In 2020 it was brought to Parliament once more, for the seventh time. 
Previous attempts to get such a law passed have been thwarted by conservative and Christian 
political groups that oppose LGBTIQ equality. This time there was no proper discussion and 
the proposals were again discarded.78 As Cho writes in his essay, “The primary bodies of the 
Protestant church have characterized homosexuality as the greatest crisis facing both the 
church and South Korean society at large, and they have put their entire weight behind blocking 
the establishment of anti-discrimination legislation … There continues to be no institutional 
mechanism for preventing discrimination against LGBTQ+ people in South Korea.”79 

FORWARD TO THE FUTURE
In 2020 some QFC’s were forced to be cancelled due to the COVID-19 pandemic, while 
others organized events online. Looking to the future, 2021 is likely to have virtual events 
as well, while the pandemic continues. But beyond, physical festivals will resume, and with 
greater collaboration among them. Each festival has its own organizing committee consisting 
of local activists, allies and volunteers, and together they form a national assembly – the 
National Alliance of Queer Culture Festivals. The National Alliance collaborates on supporting 
each other, and working together on national level goals, such as the anti-discrimination law.   

Moreover, increasingly many organizing committees are working with other civil society groups, 
including those working with  women and gender equality issues, youth, disability, peace, and 
human rights, serving as a reminder that all social justice causes are inextricably linked, and we 
cannot have sustainable progress for one without the other. Where possible, local committees 
also collaborate with progressive political parties for promoting local progress. 

78	 Jung, D. “Anti-discrimination law back on table at National Assembly.” The Korea Times, July 3 2020 (updated July 15). 
https://www.koreatimes.co.kr/www/nation/2020/07/356_292216.html

79	 Cho, S. “Symbols and Rituals on the Grounds of Queer Culture Festivals.” Preliminary translation by Grace Payer. Korean 
Anthropology Review 6, 2022 (forthcoming). 
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Uganda Pride Holds Its Breath  
STRUGGLE INTO BEING
Despite a highly restrictive environment of state repression, activists 
have managed to hold several Pride events in Uganda. The first Pride 
event was first held in 2012 and continued annually until 2016. Pride in 
2014 was particularly celebratory, after a bill strengthening criminalization 
of same-sex relations – the so-called “kill the gays bill” – was invalidated by 
the Constitutional Court.80 

The Pride events of 2012 to 2015 proceeded without incident, except 
for some heckling from the public. They drew up to 100 participants. In 
2016 the Pride event was shut down by police before it could begin. 
Police were waiting at the beach on Lake Victoria, in Entebbe, where 
pride participants were gathering ahead of the march, and ordered 
those present to disperse. Pride participants tried to gather at another 
location, but the police blocked them again. Uganda’s minister for 
ethics and integrity, Simon Lokodo, had earlier warned that Pride 
participants would be arrested and prosecuted. While participants 
were ordered to disperse, no formal arrests were made that day.81 

In 2019, organizers tried to 
revive the event but were 
threatened with arrest and 
violence. Thereafter, Pride 
organizers felt it would not 
be safe to hold Pride events 
in the foreseeable future.82 
As Kasha Jacqueline 
Nabagesera, founder 
of Pride Uganda and Executive Director of the Kuchu Times Media 
Group, puts it: “Homosexuality is illegal, so everything we do, whether 
socially or politically, is deemed illegal.”83

80	 Johnston, C., and agencies. “Uganda holds first pride rally after ‘abominable’ anti-gay 
law overturned.” The Guardian, August 9 2014. https://www.theguardian.com/world/2014/
aug/09/uganda-first-gay-pride-rally-law-overturned

81	 Mack, D. “Police shut down an LGBT Pride Parade in Uganda before it even began.” 
BuzzFeed News, September 24 2016. https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/davidmack/
uganda-pride-2016

82	 Mugisha, D. “Pride Uganda has been crushed. Please don’t look away.” The Guardian, August 21 
2017.  https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2017/aug/21/lgbt-ugandans-pride-uganda

83	 Interview with Kasha Jacqueline Nabagesera, May 16 2021
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“Homosexuality is illegal, so 

everything we do, whether 

socially or politically, is 

deemed illegal.” 

– Kasha Jacqueline Nabagesera



24	 OutRight Action International

This is the simple fact of life for LGBTIQ people and their families and allies in Uganda. Ugandan 
society is socially conservative, and anti-LGBTIQ sentiment is further fueled by some Christian 
churches, which take a hard anti-LGBTIQ line. Historically, this view has been promoted and 
even funded by fundamentalist churches in the USA, which have sent missions to Uganda.84 

PRIDE VS THE LAW
Same-sex relations have been criminalized in Uganda since British colonial times, and several 
attempts have been made to strengthen criminalization. The Anti-Homosexuality Act, which, 
among other new provisions, prescribed the death penalty for “repeat offenders” engaging in 
same-sex relations, leading it to be referred to as the “Kill the Gays” bill, was introduced in 
2011. It was passed by the parliament of Uganda in 2013 and signed into law by President 
Museveni, who had openly supported the bill, in early 2014. It was invalidated by the Constitutional 
Court of Uganda on procedural grounds the same year, possibly due to significant domestic 
and international pressure.85 

In May 2021, the Parliament of Uganda passed the Sexual Offences Bill. Purportedly the bill aims 
to prevent sexual violence, enhance punishment against sexual offenders and provide additional 
protection for victims, however, it also reinforces the ban on same-sex relations.86 Tackling 

84	 Nzwili, F. “Uganda’s anti-gay bill focuses attention on US evangelical influence.” The Christian Science Monitor, February 25 
2014. https://www.csmonitor.com/World/2014/0225/Uganda-s-anti-gay-bill-refocuses-attention-on-US-evangelical-influence

85	 Malone, B. “Uganda’s ‘kill the gays’ bill shelved again.” Reuters, May 13 2011. https://www.reuters.com/article/ozatp-
uganda-gaybill-20110513-idAFJOE74C0HP20110513

86	 Takambou, M.M. “Uncertain future for LGBT+ rights in Uganda as controversial bill is passed.” DW.com, May 5 2021. 
https://www.dw.com/en/uncertain-future-for-lgbt-rights-in-uganda-as-controversial-bill-is-passed/a-57437925

People hold rainbow flags as they take part in the Pride event in Entebbe 
on August 8, 2015. Photo by Isaac Kasamani/AFP via Getty Images

https://af.reuters.com/article/topNews/idAFJOE74C0HP20110513
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sexual violence, a key issue in Uganda and elsewhere in Africa, is an important step for gender 
equality, however, the inclusion of same-sex relations in this bill paints LGBTQ people as sexual 
offenders. As such, it fuels already rampant LGBTQ-phobia, discrimination, and violence.87 
Jacob Oboth-Oboth, chairperson of the Legal and Parliamentary Affairs Committee, described 
homosexuality as an “unnatural act” when discussing the bill and the inclusion of same-sex 
relations in it.88 Activists urged President Yoweri Museveni not to sign the Sexual Offenses Bill.89 

HATE SPEECH
Hate speech from religious leaders, politicians and the media, is prominent in the country. In the 
run up to elections in January 2021, for example, Uganda experienced devastating political 
violence. President Museveni blamed the violence on LGBTIQ people: “Some of these groups 
are being used by outsiders ... homosexuals ... who don’t like the stability of Uganda and the 
independence of Uganda.”90

Hate speech in the media is also prevalent. In April 2009, in the run up to the “Anti-Homosexuality 
Bill” being proposed in 2011, one local Ugandan newspaper printed the names of suspected 
LGBTIQ people, another printed tips on how to identify LGBTIQ people. In October 2010, the 
local newspaper Rolling Stone published a story featuring a list of the nation’s 100 “top” LGBTIQ 
people with their photos and addresses, inviting readers to hang them.91 This resulted in increasing 
hate crime, LGBTIQ people living in fear, relocating to new homes, or even leaving the country. 

PRIDE HOPES TO RETURN
Despite the increasingly LGBTIQ-phobic environment, activists hope to continue organizing 
Pride events. Because of state repression experienced by the community as a whole, due to past 
experiences of Pride events being targeted by authorities and shut down, as well as surveillance 
of activists, safety is a key concern. Nabagesera says: “We plan to hold Pride events in future 
after we have safely identified secure ways to do it to protect participants from persecution. 
We continue to call for the full equality of and justice for LGBTIQ people. Pride is very essential 
because it’s a way to celebrate our achievements and also a way to protest against the still 
ongoing challenges and injustices.”92

87	 No byline. “Parliament of Uganda passes ‘Sexual Offences Bill’ enhancing criminalization of same-sex relations.” Out-
right Action International, May 5 2021. https://outrightinternational.org/content/parliament-uganda-passes-%E2%80%9C-
sexual-offences-bill%E2%80%9D-enhancing-criminalization-same-sex-relations

88	 Takambou, 2021.

89	 Kuchu Times Editor. “Statement to mark IDAHOBIT.” Kuchu Times, May 17 2021. https://www.kuchutimes.
com/2021/05/statement-to-mark-idahobit-2021/

90	 Bhalla, N. “Anti-gay rhetoric ramps up fear among LGBT+ Ugandans ahead of polls.” Thomson Reuters Foundation, 
January 6 2021. https://www.reuters.com/article/us-uganda-lgbt-election/anti-gay-rhetoric-ramps-up-fear-among-lgbt-
ugandans-ahead-of-polls-idUSKBN29B22W

91	 Karimi, F. “Uganda newspaper publishes ‘gay list,’ calls for their hanging.” CNN World, October 20 2010. http://edition.
cnn.com/2010/WORLD/africa/10/20/uganda.gay.list/index.html

92	 Nabagesera interview, 2021.



26	 OutRight Action International

S
IN

G
A

P
O

R
E

Singapore Pride Persists
PRIDE AGAINST CRIMINALIZATION
According to Section 377A of Singapore’s Penal Code, same-sex relations 
between males is illegal, even if it is consensual and takes place in private. 
A vestige of the British Colonial era, this law has been in force since 1938. 

The law was recently challenged in terms of its constitutionality and 
redundancy, as the law is rarely and arbitrarily applied, in three separate 
cases – by plaintiffs Johnson Ong Ming, Roy Tan Seng Kee, and Bryan 
Choong Chee Hoong. All three challenges were dismissed in March 
2020 by Justice See Kee Oon who stated that section 377A does not 
violate the constitution and “continues to serve its purpose of safe-
guarding public morality by showing societal moral disapproval of 
male homosexual acts”. Justice Oon noted, in particular, that there is 
inconclusive evidence that homosexuality is biological and immutable, 
that regardless scientific discussions are not a matter for the court to 
rule on, and that “identity or status is not an element of the offense” 
therefore applying equally to homosexual, bisexual or heterosexual 
men.93 Consequently, the law remains in place. 

In addition to having been challenged in the courtroom, activists also 
challenge this colonial relic through Pride-style manifestations. As 
elsewhere, Pride also serves the purpose of building community, affirming 
existence, creating visibility as well as pushing for change.94 

Prides have to take a unique format in Singapore, as public protests are 
not permitted under the law. As such, Pride marches are not possible. 
Nevertheless, activists in Singapore organize two Pride-like events that 
focus on human rights for LGBTIQ people: Pink Dot SG and IndigNation. 

93	  No byline. “High Court in Singapore Dismisses Challenges to Criminalization of Same-
Sex Relations.” OutRight Action International, March 30, 2020. https://outrightinternational.
org/content/high-court-singapore-dismisses-challenges-criminalization-same-sex-relations

94	  Chua, LJ. “Pragmatic Resistance, Law, and Social Movements in Authoritarian States: 
The Case of Gay Collective Action in Singapore.” Law & Society Review, Vol. 46 No 4, Decem-
ber 2012, pp. 713-748. https://www.jstor.org/stable/23357910?seq=

Following page: Participants of Pink 
Dot protesting for the repeal of 
Section 377A of Singapore’s Penal 
Code, June 29, 2019. Photo by 
Feline Lim/Reuters
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START OF TWO “PRIDES”
Scientist and entrepreneur Dr Stuart Koe tested the socio-political boundaries in Singapore by 
organizing the country’s first LGBTIQ Pride event in 2001. It was a private party, but permission 
was required under the Public Entertainments and Meetings Act of 1958. The government 
was liberalizing at the time, and granted permission. The party, dubbed “Nation”, was held at 
the Sentosa island resort and attracted 1,500 revellers. Several iterations of Nation followed 
in subsequent years, 2002, 2003 and 2004, with ever-increasing numbers of attendees, many 
of them flying in from outside Singapore. In 2005, however, the fifth Nation party was not 
approved by the Singapore police, who declared it “contrary to public interest”.95 

In response to the banning of Nation, activists from Singapore’s first LGBTIQ advocacy group, 
People Like Us, organized IndigNation in August 2005.96 It was intended to be less of a party 
and more of a series of serious events. The government’s lifting of restrictions on indoor events 
in 2004, meaning they no longer required police permission, encouraged IndigNation to go 
ahead. “2004 was an ideal time to organize talks, workshops, and related events as part of the line-
up for IndigNation,” says Jean Chong of the Sanyoni advocacy group.97 IndigNation, which still 
continues, is now an annual month-long series of events for the LGBTIQ community and around 
LGBTIQ issues. It features workshops, talks, celebratory and cultural events.98

Meanwhile, Pink Dot is an annual event held since 2009,99 in which attendees gather to form 
a “pink dot” to show support for inclusivity, diversity and the freedom to love. It followed a 
further relaxation of the rules governing public activities and took place at Singapore’s Speakers’ 
Corner at Hong Lim Park. According to the law, though, all participants had to be Singaporean 
citizens or permanent residents.100 The first event held by Pink Dot SG took place on May 16, 
2009. It was attended by 2,500 people and received international media attention. Chong 
explains that “Pink Dot events usually feature concert performances and booths sponsored by 
organizations supporting the LGBT community and [its] cause.”101 

As Pink Dot events started taking place in other cities, the name was changed to Pink Dot SG. 
Attendances at the event reached as high as 28,000 in 2019. In 2020, Pink Dot SG went online 
because of the Covid-19 pandemic, with a few thousand attending.102  

95	 No byline. “Nation parties.” The Singapore LGBT Encyclopaedia. Wikia.org, no date. https://the-singapore-lgbt-encyclo-
paedia.wikia.org/wiki/Nation_parties 

96	 No byline. “IndigNation: Singapore’s first gay pride month.” The Singapore LGBT Encyclopaedia. Wikia.org, 2005. 
https://the-singapore-lgbt-encyclopaedia.wikia.org/wiki/IndigNation:_Singapore%27s_first_gay_pride_month

97	 Interview with Jean Chong, May 18 2021.

98	 No byline (Singapore LGBT Encyclopaedia), 2005. 

99	 Leyl, S. “Singapore gays in first public rally.” BBC News, May 17 2009.
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/asia-pacific/8054402.stm.

100	 Chong interview, 2021

101	 Chong interview, 2021

102	 Chong interview, 2021.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Speakers%27_Corner,_Singapore
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Speakers%27_Corner,_Singapore
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hong_Lim_Park
https://the-singapore-lgbt-encyclopaedia.wikia.org/wiki/Nation_parties
https://the-singapore-lgbt-encyclopaedia.wikia.org/wiki/Nation_parties
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RELIGIOUS AND SOCIAL PREJUDICE 
Although Section 377A of the penal code criminalizing same-sex relations is hardly ever 
applied, its continued existence sends a strong message - that gay and bisexual men are not 
only second class citizens, but also criminals, purely for who they love. The fact that challenges 
to the law were dismissed amplify that message, legitimizing societal hate, discrimination, 
and exclusion of LGBTIQ people in Singapore. Indeed, social prejudice against LGBTIQ 
people persists, with increasing visibility due to the Pride events sparking ever more debate 
on the matter.103 

Several religiously based campaigns have been organized in opposition to LGBTIQ equality. 
For example, in 2014, the Islamic religious teacher Noor Deros launched a campaign urging 
the public to wear white on the day of the Pink Dot event. The aim of the wear white rally 
was to promote “traditional family values.”104 In 2016, Lawrence Khong, senior pastor at Faith 
Community Baptist Church, picked up the baton. Khong said: “It is a message to LGBT activists 
that there is a conservative majority in Singapore who will push back and will not allow them to 
promote their homosexual lifestyle and liberal ideologies that openly and outrightly contradict 
our laws, our Government’s stated policies, our national core values, and the conservative 
majority’s views on public morality, marriage and family.”105

Still, activists were encouraged by a groundswell of support from younger Singaporeans when 
decriminalization failed, and note that public opinion is shifting. Some legal progress has also 
been made. In October 2019, the Religious Harmony Bill listed sexual orientation as grounds to 
be protected against religiously motivated hate speech, violence, and discrimination. In August 
2019, a law protecting against intimate partner violence was changed to include gender neutral 
wording, thus becoming more inclusive of LGBTIQ people.106

PRIDE AGAINST THE ODDS
Pink Dot, IndigNation and other LGBTIQ events continue despite the continuing criminalization 
of same-sex relations. Due to strict censorship and public gathering laws they can be “restricted 
or face surveillance or difficulties with government,” says Chong, but are typically allowed to 
go ahead.107 

103	 No byline. “Singapore petition urges government to repeal anti-gay Section 377A.” Gay Star News, September 10 2018. 
https://www.gaystarnews.com/article/singapore-petition-urges-review-of-anti-gay-section-377a/.

104	 Lee, RM. “‘Traditional values’ wear white campaign returning on Pink Dot weekend.” Today Online, May 23 2016. 
https://www.todayonline.com/singapore/network-churches-revives-campaign-wear-white-pink-dot-weekend

105	 Lee, 2016.

106	 No byline (OutRight Action International). “At a Glance: Singapore.” OutRight Action International, no date. https://out-
rightinternational.org/region/singapore

107	 Chong interview, 2021.



Freedom of assembly overall is a primary issue for democracy campaigners in Singapore. Although 
guaranteed by the Constitution, freedom of assembly can be legally restricted for the purpose of 
security and public order. For example, despite the loosening of regulations on public gatherings, 
police still monitor Pink Dot closely to make sure foreigners are not allowed in, as per the amended 
2017 Public Order Act.108 The 2021 Political Donations Act prohibits foreign funding of any 
“political association”, and outlaws anonymous donations.109 In these ways, the state tries to keep 
a lid on protest, seeing it as “against the ‘national interest’.” LGBTIQ visibility is seen as divisive, and 
the government’s argument is to “let the conservative Singaporeans evolve on this topic.”110

Yet Pink Dot and other events continue. Because of the Covid-19 pandemic, such events in 
2021 will be online. Considering that same-sex relations were not decriminalized last year, 
but the decision is being appealed, activists will continue to focus on abolishing section 377A 
of the Penal Code in Pride events this year. “The battle for LGBTI rights will be focused on the 
377A constitutional challenge ruling by the courts at the end of this year. There are other 
initiatives, but, for this year, the limelight will be on 377A.”111

108	 Chua, A. “Only Singaporeans and PRs allowed to attend Pink Dot 2017: Organisers.” Today Online, May 14 2017. https://
www.todayonline.com/singapore/only-singaporeans-and-prs-allowed-attend-pink-dot-2017-organisers

109	 No byline. “Overview of Political Donations Act.” Elections Department, Singapore, 2021. https://www.eld.gov.sg/
registry.html

110	 Chong interview, 2021.

111	 Chong interview, 2021.

Participants of Pink Dot, Singapore, 
June 29, 2019. Photo by Feline 
Lim/ Reuters
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Against All Odds 
New Prides Emerge

A
lthough the first Pride events took place more than 50 years 
ago, as LGBTIQ communities develop and grow in strength 
and begin to demand recognition of their rights more publicly, 
there are new Pride events taking place around the world. 

According to OutRight’s findings, at least eight new countries hosted 
Pride events in the last three years.112 In many cases, they are signs 
of increased liberalization in the respective societies, as human rights 
become ever more entrenched, or of the uneven application of those 
human rights across society. The emergence of Pride events can also be 
indicative of the growth of a stronger, more resilient LGBTIQ movement 
that feels it is able to take on the challenge of organizing Pride and 
demanding the rights of LGBTIQ people to be recognized and protected. 
Whether Pride is a success, or not, may be one of the most visible indications 
of the health of the democracies they are organized in, as they indicate 
whether or not a state is willing to uphold the right to freedom of assembly 
and expression of a marginalized, sometimes hated community.

In 2018, Pride was staged for the first time in Eswatini, Guyana,113 
and Antarctica, among other places. In Antarctica ten people working 
at McMurdo Station planned a small Pride. “We may be thousands of 
miles away from any major celebration,” said one of the participants, 
“but we can do something.”114 Botswana and Bosnia and Herzegovina 
(BiH) had their first Prides in 2019.

The cases of Eswatini and Botswana in Southern Africa offer an 
interesting counterpoint in how democracy versus colonial and traditional 
forms of government can respond to LGBTIQ equality. In Eswatini, 
which is covered in this briefing paper, an absolute monarchy has made 
some moves towards establishing a constitutional order that would 

112	 Eswatini, Guyana, Micronesia, and North Macedonia in 2018; and Angola, Botswana, 
Saint Lucia and Bosnia and Herzegovina in 2019

113	 Newman, K. “These cities hadn’t celebrated Pride – until now.” US News, June 27 
2018. https://www.usnews.com/news/articles/2018-06-27/6-cities-around-the-world-
just-held-their-first-pride-parade

114	  Miksche, M. “Queers Making History at the End of the Earth.” NewNowNext, May 23 2018. 
http://www.newnownext.com/queers-making-history-at-the-end-of-the-earth/05/2018/
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give full human rights to all citizens, but the monarchy’s insistence on maintaining absolute powers 
has vitiated any moves towards liberalization. Yet Pride was held for the first time in Eswatini in 
2018, and, despite social backlash, and despite continuing criminalization of same-sex relations, 
encountered no state opposition. In Botswana, by contrast, a country that has been a functional 
democracy since independence in 1966, only decriminalized same-sex relations as a result of a ruling 
by the High Court in 2019 – a ruling which the State filed an appeal for. The first Pride followed only 
after decriminalization in 2020.

There may be social reasons for this contrast, as well as geographic and demographic ones. The 
relationship of each country to South Africa, their largest and most dominant neighbor, with which 
there are extensive social and economic ties, is also relevant: after the end of apartheid, South Africa 
liberalized considerably, becoming a constitutional state and, in 1996, delivering legal protection from 
discrimination for LGBTIQ people. This has had a knock-on effect in both Eswatini, which is entirely 
surrounded by South Africa, and Botswana, which is off to one side. The new Prides in Europe – those 
of North Macedonia in 2018 and Bosnia and Herzegovina in 2019 – show that the space for activism 
demanding LGBTIQ equality, and a pushback against social prejudice, can come upon the heels of 
state liberalization. Bosnia and Herzegovina, covered in this briefing paper, emerged splintered from 
the wars of independence and ethnic rivalry that followed the dissolution of Yugoslavia in the early 
1990s. There is still considerable social prejudice against LGBTIQ people, which varies across the 
different cantons of the federation, but the liberalization of the federal authorities, partly driven by  
the country’s drive to join the European Union, has opened a space for LGBTIQ activists to work 
for their full human rights. Activists have worked in less visible ways for over a decade, but the Pride 
staged in 2019 is a visible symbol of progress to date. 

Similarly, Pride events became possible in North Macedonia after the defeat of the conservative 
Christian nationalist party that had ruled the country for 11 years. In a manner not unlike the 
actions of the state in Russia and Poland, the party “stirred homophobic sentiments as a way to 
divert public attention from political and economic failures” and presented itself as “defenders 
of traditional morality”, opposing rights and protections for LGBTIQ people. Irena Cvetkovic 
of North Macedonia’s National Network on Fight Against Homophobia and Transphobia said 
that “a very difficult period has passed for the LGBT community and we consider that now is 
the moment for a Pride Parade”.115 Newly elected politicians have been supportive of LGBTIQ 
initiatives, enabling visible, public Pride events to take place. 

The cases of new Prides highlighted in this briefing, with the exception of Eswatini, show that an 
emphasis on human rights goes hand in hand with increased state liberalization and governments 
that do not depend on nationalistic ideologies. Eswatini, though still a traditionalist African monarchy, 
is perhaps liberalizing by stealth – or, at least, is not willing to be seen as repressive in contrast to 
neighbouring countries that have moved further along the road to full democratization. LGBTIQ 
activists have taken advantage of the liberalization in their respective contexts to visibly affirm the 
existence of LGBTIQ people, and push for recognition and protection of LGBTIQ equality. 

115	  Pulaj, A. “North Macedonia to hold first-ever Pride parade in June 2019.” Global Voices, May 27 2019. https://global-
voices.org/2019/05/27/north-macedonia-to-hold-first-ever-pride-parade-in-june-2019/

https://globalvoices.org/2019/05/27/north-macedonia-to-hold-first-ever-pride-parade-in-june-2019/
https://globalvoices.org/2019/05/27/
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Pride Born in Eswatini 
 
Eswatini116 is a small, land-locked country in Africa with a population of 
1.1 milion people. Same-sex relations are criminalized under the criminal 
code left over from British Colonial rule. Since gaining independence in 
1968,  Eswatini has been an absolute monarchy, one of the last in the 
world, with limited powers of the Parliament.

Societal attitudes towards LGBTIQ people are largely negative. Hate 
speech is also prominent. The King has called LGBTIQ people “satanic,” 
while Prime Minister Barnabas Dlamini described homosexuality as “an 
abnormality and sickness.”117 Meanwhile, in 2012, an MP called for a law 
against the “anti-social” behavior of LGBTIQ people.118 

Melusi Simelane, one of the organizers of the first Pride in Eswatini, 
described the impact of this social attitude as follows: “There is persecution 
each and every day. We are harassed, we are violently abused, we are 
emotionally abused.”119 

BEGINNINGS OF PRIDE
Despite being faced with an environment of criminalization and negative 
societal attitudes, local activists, led by civil society group Rock of Hope, 
organized Eswatini’s first Pride in 2018. This was a challenge; organizers 
faced resistance from the state in allowing the event to proceed, and 
struggled to find venues willing to host Pride.120 

There was strong opposition among the public too. One letter to the 
editor published in the  Sunday Observer newspaper accused organizers 
of the march of promoting “paedophilia and bestiality,” and called on the 
authorities to “cancel this gay Pride until Emaswati have decided that 
they will choose this unnatural behaviour.”121 

116	  The country’s name was changed from Swaziland to the Kingdom of Eswatini in 2018. 

117	  No byline. “Bringing Gay Pride to Africa’s last absolute monarchy.” BBC.com, June 30 
2018. https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-44629681

118	  Rooney, R. “Swaziland: Support Grows for Gay Hate MP.” Swazi Media Commentary, 
AllAfrica.com, November 11 2012. https://allafrica.com/stories/201211120405.html

119	  No byline (BBC), 2018. 

120	  OutRight interview with Lindelwa Dlamini, email, May 10 and 12 2021.

121	  No byline. “Bringing Gay Pride to Africa’s last absolute monarchy.” BBC.com, June 30 
2018. https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-44629681
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Despite strong and well-organized opposition, and administrative barriers, the first Pride took 
place in Mbabane in July 2018. The event included a march in the Prince of Wales Stadium, 
followed by a picnic, stage entertainment, and an after-party. It was attended by several 
hundred people. Melusi Simelane, one of the organizers, recalls: “We weren’t expecting so many 
people. The stadium was so full!”122 Considering the restrictive political environment, strong 
LGBTIQ-phobia, and active opposition to the organizing of Pride in Eswatini, the fact that the 
event not only went ahead, but was attended by hundreds of people, was remarkable. 

The increased visibility of LGBTIQ people at the first Pride met with disapproval from Christian 
conservatives. At a dialogue on cultural and religious matters held soon after Pride 2018, attended by 
more than 20 church ministers, the “pastors made it clear that they cannot allow gay people to ‘flaunt’ 
their behavior in front of congregants” – referring to LGBTIQ visibility, coming out, and Pride.123 

PRIDE RETURNS
After the success of the first Pride event, Pride in Eswatini was organized again in 2019 and 
2020. As in 2018, organizers found it hard to secure a venue. “This threatened to jeopardize 
the Public Order Act application for a march because a venue is a prerequisite,” says Dlamini.124 
In the end, however, with the help of allies, a venue was secured and Pride was approved.

122	  Ntsabo, M. “History made as first eSwatini Pride declared a ‘perfect’ success.” MambaOnline, July 2 2018.  https://www.
mambaonline.com/2018/07/02/history-made-as-first-eswatini-pride-declared-a-great-success/

123	 Nhlabatsi, S. “Eswatini: Violence against key populations must end.” GenderLinks, Dec 5 2018. https://genderlinks.org.
za/news/eswatini-violence-against-key-populations-must-end/

124	  Dlamini interview, 2021

People take part in Eswatini’s (formerly known as Swaziland) first Pride in Mbabane on June 30, 2018. Photo by Mongi Zulu/AFP via Getty Images
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Despite some opposition, the second Pride faced fewer barriers, and participants felt more 
empowered and safe to be there.“ People did not fear holding the banner and being part of the 
frontline. Moreover, looking at how people came in numbers to celebrate, it just goes to show 
that they had less concerns and worries.”125 

During the march, participants strived to show their intersecting identities by singing traditional songs. 
“This was meant to showcase how we are proud to be queer and proud of being Swati,” says Dlamini. 
She also commented that there was an almost equal balance of LGBTQ-identifying participants 
and allies, showing growing levels of acceptance and inclusivity. Following the march, Pride events 
continued into the afternoon at a theatre, with poetry sessions and performances by local artists. 
The evening concluded with Rainbow Awards, which recognised the work of activists.126

In 2020, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, “Pride was a bit different.”127 Similarly to other parts 
of the world, Pride in Eswatini was held online. “We held a virtual Pride and gave people a 
semi-live experience. Some performances were previously recorded, and some were live.” 
Despite not being able to gather physically, organizers felt that the event was a success. Earlier 
Prides had attracted a few hundred people, while the virtual event attracted over 1,800 viewers 
during the main event.128

FUTURE OF PRIDE IN ESWATINI
Organizers believe that Pride in Eswatini has been incredibly successful. This is especially true 
considering that the country is an absolute monarchy in which democratic processes such as 
freedom of expression and assembly are not guaranteed, and that same-sex relations remain 
criminalized. Three Prides in a row have been allowed to go ahead, with some opposition from 
the public, religious leaders and politicians, but without major attacks or incidents at the actual 
events. Consequently, Pride is reaching its goals to achieve “freedom of expression, inclusivity and 
recognition of the LGBTIQ populace. Pride has played a major role in stimulating the conversation 
[about LGBTIQ issues] in many corners of the country. With Pride, many other stakeholders 
started to be aware of the importance of such a discussion.”129

To build on this momentum, activists are planning to continue organizing Pride events in Eswatini, 
though likely again in a virtual format in 2021. Dlamini highlights: “Pride provides a much-needed 
platform to raise awareness. And awareness serves as the first step towards decriminalization 
[of same-sex relations].”130 

125	  Dlamini interview, 2021

126	  Igual, R. “Second eSwatini Pride a ‘joyful’ success.” MambaOnline, June 26 2019. https://www.mambaonline.
com/2019/06/26/second-eswatini-pride-hailed-a-joyful-success/

127	  Dlamini interview, 2021.

128	  Dlamini interview, 2021

129	  Dlamini interview, 2021

130	  Dlamini interview, 2021



Pride Kicks Off in Bosnia and 
Herzegovina

PRIDE IN THE REGION
Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH), held its first Pride in the capital, Sarajevo, 
in September 2019, making it the last country in the Balkan region to 
organize a Pride event. North Macedonia had held a Pride weekend the 
previous year and other Pride events have been taking place in the region 
for decades. In 2020, for instance, Ljubjana in Slovenia celebrated the 
20th anniversary of the first protest action in that city, which led to Pride 
a year later.131 Zagreb in Croatia will have its 20th Pride in September 
2021.132 Bucharest in Romania has had Pride annually since 2004, and 
Belgrade in Serbia has had Pride since 2001, though throughout the years 
organizers have experienced interruptions, and even cancellations, due to 
threats of violence, or even actual violence, such as in 2010.133 

SOCIETAL PREJUDICE
The key challenge to organizing Pride events in BiH prior to 2019 is 
precisely what Pride events aim to combat – deep-seated societal 
prejudice against LGBTIQ people. When a march was finally able to go 
ahead in 2019, the lack of acceptance of LGBTIQ people in society was 
even more palpable. An event purportedly representing the “traditional 
family” was organized to coincide with Pride. Hate speech was also on 
the rise during Pride. 

Dajana Bakić, from the Organizing Committee of the BiH Pride March, 
elaborates: “Usually in times of Pride marches, and when LGBTIQ 
people and issues are most visible in public (in marking LGBTIQ days, 
festivals, etc), there is more backlash in the form of hate speech and 
violence. Hate speech and threats are an everyday occurrence on social 
media. Generally, Bosnian-Herzegovinian society is quite negative towards 
the LGBTIQ community.”134 Moreover, hateful slogans and nationalist 
symbols were painted on buildings across the city, and hate was also being 

131	  No byline. “Ljubljana’s Pride Parade Marks 20 Yrs in the Fight for Human Rights.” Total 
Slovenia News, September 26 2020. https://www.total-slovenia-news.com/lifestyle/7029-lju-
bljana-s-pride-parade-marks-20-yrs-in-the-fight-for-human-rights-feature

132	  Zagreb Pride official site. https://www.zagreb-pride.net/en/

133	  No byline. “Scores arrested in Belgrade after anti-gay riot.” BBC News, October 10 
2010. https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-11507253; Belgrade Pride official site. 
http://parada.rs/en/nova-pocetna-en/

134	  Bakić interview, 2021
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spouted by public figures and politicians. The secretary general of a basketball team posted a hateful 
message to the winners of the female basketball finals, and Adna Pandžić, the Democratic Front 
mayoral candidate of Novo Sarajevo and the Citizens Alliance called Pride “a shameful march”.135

DOMESTIC AND FAMILY VIOLENCE 
Domestic and family violence directed at LGBTIQ people is prevalent in BiH.136  Consequently, 
another reason which prevented Pride from being organized sooner, was a perceived reluctance 
of community members to attend such a public event for fear of violence, and ostracization. 
“Invisibility, isolation, lack of recognition, exclusion, and violence, in both the private and 
the public spheres, are the biggest problems for the LGBTIQ population in BiH,” says Bakić. 
“Most LGBTIQ people decide against revealing their sexual orientation, gender identity or sex 
characteristics to their families and friends for fear of violence and rejection. The widespread 
homo/bi/transphobia, patriarchy, sexism, gender inequality and lack of interest on the part of 
institutions to actively combat violence and inequality are the main reasons for the invisibility of 
LGBTIQ people.”137

Although Pride marches and events aim to challenge these inequalities, affirm the existence of 
LGBTIQ people, and challenge discrimnation and exclusion, it can take time for communities to feel 
ready to expose themselves to the inevitable backlash that accompanies becoming more visible. 

STATE OBSTACLES TO PRIDE
Despite fear of violence, reluctance of community members to come out, and pervasive 
societal prejudice against LGBTIQ people, activists in BiH had attempted to organize Pride 
in Sarajevo in 2017 and 2018, but encountered administrative obstacles. “Before organizing 
such an event,” says Dajana Bakić, speaking for the Organizing Committee of the BiH Pride 
March, “organizers need to request permission(s) from the ministries, and they didn’t answer 
in the time specified by law, so the organizers couldn’t do it. Instead, the protest was held as a 
‘spontaneous’ gathering.”

Other ways that authorities can restrict marches, and have done in other parts of BiH, is through 
administrative barriers, which reflects levels of discrimination among local authorities. Barriers 
which activists have faced include demands for additional security to be provided by organizers 
to protect participants, the costs of which can be high. Authorities “can also decide to deny the 
use of streets and other public spaces for a march,” said Bakić, indicating a range of bureaucratic 
obstacles organizers have to overcome.

135	  ILGA-Europe. “Annual Review of the Human Rights Situation of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans, and Intersex People in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina Covering the Period of January to December 2020.” 2021. https://www.ilga-europe.org/sites/de-
fault/files/2021/bosnia_and_herzegovina.pdf

136	  ILGA-Europe, 2021

137	  Bakić interview, 2021



Participants are seen during the first 
Pride parade in Sarajevo, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina September 8, 2019. 
Photo by Dado Ruvic/Reuters
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COVID DIFFICULTIES IN 2020
Bakić calls BiH’s first Pride “the most important political event in BiH in 2019.” It attracted about 
3,000 people. Plans for a second were disrupted by the COVID-19 pandemic. A large march was 
not possible, so organizers took a creative approach and organized many smaller actions and 
advocacy activities in public spaces. On the day of Pride, they organized a “Car Pride Ride”. In this 
“Pride on Four Wheels”, participants drove through Sarajevo, “waving rainbow flags, honking horns 
and chanting slogans from their cars. The route was secured by the police.”138 Smaller actions in 
public spaces were held in local communities including Tuzla, Banja Luka, Prijedor and Mostar.139

PROGRESS AND FUTURE OF PRIDE
Pride in BiH, despite being in its infancy, has already led to significant change. It has “definitely 
opened up space for LGBTIQ visibility”. Concretely, a National Action Plan for the Equality of 
LGBTI people was initiated in the year Pride began in BiH, there is progress in advocating for 
changes to the laws on public assembly, and, an initiative to introduce partnership legislation in 
the Federation of BiH has been started.140 Following a request from civil society organization 
Sarajevo Open Centre, in 2020 the BiH Ministry of Human Rights and Refugees “announced 
that it plans to include 8 September, the date of the first Pride march in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
on the list of important dates related to human rights.”141 Moreover, in early 2020 the canton 
of Sarajevo adopted a Gender Action Plan that is inclusive of LGBTIQ people. “The plan aims to 
establish procedures for cooperation between the police and the Prosecutor’s Office on hate 
crimes, protection in the area of sexual and reproductive health, and measures to make policies 
trans-inclusive.”142 The plan should, in theory, provide an avenue for more effective cooperation 
in organizing Pride events in this canton in the future. 

While “the Pride march is among the most important and influential acts of activism that 
accelerate positive change and advance the quality of life of the LGBTIQ population,” activists 
firmly believe that activities need to take place year round. In 2021, partly due to the pandemic, 
activists will do just that – a march will not be held, instead a variety of smaller online and offline 
events will take place throughout the year.143  

138	  ILGA-Europe, 2021

139	  Bakić interview, 2021

140	  No byline. “Promotion of diversity and equality in Bosnia and Herzegovina: Towards structured measures aiming for 
equality of LGBTI people in Bosnia and Herzegovina.” Council of Europe, December 18 2019. https://www.coe.int/en/web/
inclusion-and-antidiscrimination/hf2-bih/-/asset_publisher/VaWljYub2Atz/content/towards-structured-measures-aim-
ing-for-equality-of-lgbti-people-in-bosnia-and-herzegovina/1498993?_101_INSTANCE_VaWljYub2Atz_viewMode=view/

141	  ILGA-Europe, 2021

142	  ILGA-Europe, 2021

143	  Bakić interview, 2021
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Pride in Trinidad and Tobago 
DECRIMINALIZATION OF SAME-SEX RELATIONS
Trinidad and Tobago used to criminalize same-sex relations 
under colonial “buggery” laws. In 2018, the High Court of Justice 
decriminalized same-sex relations, making Tinidad & Tobago one of the 
first countries in the region to shed this colonial legacy.  

The case was brought in 2017 by Jason Jones, a Trinidadian performer 
who challenged the constitutionality of Sections 13 and 16 in the 
Sexual Offences Act.144 Justice Devindra Rampersad ruled in Jones’s 
favour, saying that the sections of the Sexual Offences Act were not 
“reasonably justifiable in a society that has a proper respect for the 
rights and freedoms of the individual.” The judge described the case 
as being “about the inalienable rights of a citizen” under the country’s 
constitution, affirming that “human dignity is a basic and inalienable 
right recognised worldwide in all democratic societies …”145

Some public antipathy remains towards LGBTIQ people, and there 
are no explicit legal protections. However, the LGBTIQ community is 
enjoying greater visibility, and growing levels of acceptance in society, 
enabling a Pride event to also be staged in recent years.146 

PRIDE KICKS OFF
Although same-sex relations were criminalized until recently, indirectly 
serving as a barrier to public events and advocacy for LGBTIQ people, 
LGBTIQ community events in Trinidad and Tobago “date back at least 
30 years”, says Joshua Ryan Min Lee, the director of Pride TT. “They 
began as community parties and other small outreach events. Event 
coordinators would have taken on brave risks in coordinating these 
efforts due to the social atmosphere.” The events were not public, and 
were aimed specifically at the community, as opposed to advocacy 
efforts, “but they were wildly successful”, Lee adds.147 

144	  No byline. “Gay activist files lawsuit challenging Sexual Offences Act in T&T.” Jamaica 
Observer, May 19 2021. https://www.jamaicaobserver.com/news/Gay-activist-files-law-
suit-challenging-Sexual-Offences-Act-in-T-T

145	  Loutou, J. “Victory for gay rights.” Trinidad and Tobago Newsday. http://newsday.
co.tt/2018/04/12/historic-ruling-on-sexual-offences-act/ 

146	  https://outrightinternational.org/region/trinidad-and-tobago

147	 Interview with Joshua Ryan Min Lee, April 29, 2021
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The first annual Pride Arts Festival 
takes place in 2018 in the city 
of Port of Spain. Photo by Sean 
Drakes/Getty Images
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After the High Court ruled to decriminalize same-sex relations, an opening appeared to organize 
something more public, affirming the existance of LGBTIQ people and pushing, more visibly, for 
LGBTIQ equality. Lee highlights that “Pride celebrations took on another incarnation, in later 
years, as a community festival under an organization called IAmOne.”148

Pride was launched in 2018. “The Pride celebrations, stylized as a festival of cross-sectional 
events, have taken place annually with a set program. From 2018 to 2020, the festival continued 
to establish platforms for community visibility and saught to engage national agencies in support 
of LGBTQI persons,” says Joshua Ryan Min Lee. The festival is national, with events in different 
regions in the country, engaging LGBTIQ community members and ensuring visibility across 
Trinidad and Tobago. “We’d have parties in South Trinidad, Talkshops in the East, and a week of 
workshops on the island of Tobago. The Pride Parade remains the only event of its kind, in the 
city of Port of Spain.”149

Since 2018, a non-profit 
organization has been responsible 
for strategizing, managing and 
executing the festival. In 2019 it 
was registered as Pride TT.

Although some negative societal 
attitudes about LGBTIQ people 
persist, activists also note that 
acceptance is growing. Some 
hate speech among politicians 
is present, and political will for 
LGBTIQ equality is lacking, but 
state repression has not been 
documented. Consequently Pride 

events have not only been able to go ahead unhindered, but activists have even experienced 
effective collaboration with authorities. 

“We’ve been able to stage the festival within the country’s legal framework and no one 
has challenged our right to do so. The Port of Spain City Corporation promptly approves 
requests for permissions for use of public spaces. The police service is also extremely 
collaborative. We have had several past ministers, politicians, the Mayor of Port of Spain, 
ambassadors and other officials attend Pride celebrations, particularly our Fair and Parade,” 
says Joshua Ryan Min Lee.150

148	  Interview with Joshua Ryan Min Lee, April 29 2021

149	  Min Lee interview, 2021

150	 Min Lee interview, 2021
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At the time of decriminalization, 300 evangelicals marched to support keeping and enforcing the 
“buggery law”. Lee says that seeing this “ignited a new fire” in the LGBTIQ community, increasing 
support for LGBTIQ organizations, activism and Pride. 

The counter-protests witnessed at the time of decriminalization have not followed Pride. Pride 
events have proceeded without aggression or large counter-protests, beyond a few social 
media comments and the arrest of two counter-protestors. Some participants have been outed 
to family and friends due to media presence at events, and photos and videos being captured. 
“We’ve had reports of a small number of persons who have appeared in festival pictures being 
victimized by their families or employers, but our LGBTIQ organizations have been on the front 
lines to support those victims.”151

PRIDE GOES HYBRID
Like elsewhere in the world, Trinidad and Tobago had strict regulations around the COVID-19 
pandemic, and Pride moved to a virtual format. There were Talk Shops for the community, on 
issues such as health and wellness and youth mentoring, as well as other events. A wide audience 
was engaged by means of social media. 

Joshua Ryan Min Lee says: “The festival has been 
a massive success for the community. We engaged 
over 3,000 persons throughout the events, with 
our virtual Parade garnering over 500 participants. 
This is extremely significant in the Trinidad and 
Tobago context, a country with a population of less 
than 1,4 million, where a lot of our community still 
deals with marginalization and fear and is therefore 
predominantly hidden.”152

In future years Pride TT aims to have the Pride 
festival become a staple in the calendar of Trinidad 
and Tobago’s cultural events. The group is aiming for 
“continued development of community visibility” as well as growing networks, and progress 
towards achieving legal protections for LGBTIQ people. Specifically, the groups is keen on 
explicitly adding sexual orientation and gender identity to the Equal Opportunity Act, to grant 
LGBTIQ people protection from discrimination in the workplace and elsewhere.153

151	 Min Lee Interview, 2021

152	  Min Lee interview, 2021

153	  Min Lee interview, 2021
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Sri Lanka Pride Takes Big Strides
PRIDE GROWS IN COLOMBO
Despite criminalization of same-sex relations in Sri Lanka, activists in 
Sri Lanka kicked off a Pride movement with a private precursor event in 
2005. It started with a party, says Rosanna Flamer-Caldera, executive 
director of the non-profit Equal Ground, at a discotheque called My 
Kind of Place: “We had a drag show as the cabaret for the party! It was 
so much fun. So much so that the next year we felt we could go a bit 
further.”154 Indeed, with every subsequent year activists have gone 
further. Now Pride includes a a queer film festival, a rainbow kite festival 
on the beach, theatrical performances and workshops for journalists, 
as well as family and friends of LGBTIQ people, and more. And parties – 
“You can’t have Pride without parties!” says Flamer-Caldera.155   

Because of restrictive legislation, a Pride march as such is not possible, 
but, in 2017, activists hired a double decker bus without a roof and 
drove around the city of Colombo waving flags, playing music, and holding 
placards... “They wouldn’t let us march but we could make as big a noise 
on a bus as if we were marching.”156

AN OUTDATED LAW
In Sri Lanka, same-sex relations are criminalized by virtue of Sections 
365 and 365A of the Sri Lanka Penal Code left over from British colonial 
rule. Although these laws are seldom enforced, “they can make life 
miserable,” says Flamer-Caldera. Not only does the law cast LGBTIQ 
people as second class citizens and criminals, it also provides legal cover 
for police harassment of LGBTIQ people. 

Such harassment is common. On one occasion the police raided a hotel 
room with several men inside. They found condoms, and “put two and 
two together to make 85” claiming that the men had had sex or were 
going to have sex. The men were arrested. One of those detained was a 
Swedish national, but was denied diplomatic counsel.157

154	  Interview with Rosanna Flamer-Caldera, May 27 2021

155	  the Abhimani Queer Film Festival, which is the oldest Queer Film Festival in South Asia 
and the only one of its kind in Sri Lanka

156	  Flamer-Caldera interview, 2021

157	 Flamer-Caldera interview, 2021	
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Police are also known to use inhuman treatment when dealing with LGBTIQ people. According to 
civil society organization Equal Ground, “Sri Lankan authorities have subjected at least seven people 
to forced anal examinations since 2017 in an attempt to provide proof of homosexual conduct …”158 
Such examinations are recognized to be tantamount to torture, they constitute sexual abuse, and 
do nothing to prove a person’s homosexuality.159 Police also target known activists, including 
Flamer-Caldera. “We had the criminal investigations department (CID) surveilling me and others.”160

Police targeting of LGBTIQ people and activists leads to mistrust of the police, impunity for 
abuse and harassment of LGBTIQ people, and results in LGBTIQ people having no one to turn to 
when crimes are committed against them. 

Activists are working to change the law, but this is challenging. “Because these laws were enacted 
in 1883, and we have a ‘savings law’ clause in the constitution,” says Flamer-Caldera, “the laws 
were already in place when we had constitutional change in 1978. So they cannot be changed 
by challenging them in a court of law.  They can only be changed through Parliament, and that’s 
so difficult. But attitudes have changed, so hopefully...” Two presidential candidates in the last 
elections in 2019 supported full human rights for LGBTIQ people. Unfortunately “neither of 
them won,” says Flamer-Caldera, but “they spoke about it”.161

SHIFTING SOCIETAL ATTITUDES
Despite little to no political will to recognize the rights of LGBTIQ people, and police targeting 
of the community, societal views are becoming more progressive. In two recent studies activists 
found that “most people felt LGBTIQ people should be given their rights and shouldn’t be 
criminalized; that they are people too.”162

The shifting public opinion could be the result of increased civil society activity. Since 2015, 
when the authoritarian regime ended and a more liberal government came to power, LGBTIQ 
people started organizing more, and being more visible. Flamer-Caldera emphasizes that 
“there has been a growing number of groups and organizations forming all over the country – 
whether they are just virtual or meeting physically. This is because a space has been made for 
them. With virtual opportunities it has become a tidal wave of queer awareness, and that has 
been absolutely fantastic for us.”163 

158	  No byline. “Sri Lanka: Forced Anal Exams in Homosexuality Prosecutions.” Human Rights Watch, October 20 2020. 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/10/20/sri-lanka-forced-anal-exams-homosexuality-prosecutions

159	   Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights. Discrimination and violence against individuals 
based on their sexual orientation and gender identity, 4 May 2015. https://www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol-
=A/HRC/29/23&referer=/english/&Lang=E

160	 Flamer-Caldera interview, 2021

161	  Flamer-Caldera interview, 2021

162	 Flamer-Caldera interview, 2021

163	  Flamer-Caldera interview, 2021

https://www.hrw.org/asia/sri-lanka


Civil society groups have worked on a number of initiatives, including sensitization of the media 
and diversity and inclusion programs with businesses. Public campaigns have been positive, as 
Flamer-Caldera says: “We ran an ‘Allies for Equality’ campaign and we had more than 100 videos 
of people declaring, in all three languages, ‘I am a proud ally.’ We had one video of an older Tamil 
gentleman saying, ‘I am a proud ally of my gay son’ (in Tamil), and that video just went viral. That 
resonated with people.”164

This increased visibility and activity, including through Pride events, and ever more allies, have 
resulted in a shift in public opinion. 

COVID-19 AND THE FUTURE
In 2020, because of the Covid-19 pandemic, physical events were not possible, as such, a Pride 
event was not held in person. However, “we decided to be innovative, and instead held a series of 
virtual events, including talks, a photo competition, music and dance competitions.”165 The virtual 
format had the benefit of reaching more people than a physical event would have done. Whereas 
physical Pride events in Colombo have historically attracted about 500 to 600 people, virtual Pride 
reached half a million.166 In this respect, the virtual nature of Pride in 2020 extended its reach 
considerably, and Pride in 2021 will be similar, with the involvement of LGBTIQ groups across the 
country. “It’s going to be virtual, but a collaborative Pride. We will be able to take it island-wide.”167

164	  Flamer-Caldera interview, 2021

165	  Flamer-Caldera interview, 2021

166	  Flamer-Caldera interview, 2021

167	  Flamer-Caldera interview, 2021 People take part in the Rainbow Pride 
Party in Colombo, Sri Lanka, on June 
23, 2019. Akila Jayawardana/
NurPhoto via Getty Images
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The Impact of 
COVID-19 on Prides

T
he arrival of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 had numerous 
implications for the LGBTIQ community, amplifying vulnerabilities 
and exclusion experienced by LGBTIQ people on a daily basis, 
and also impacting efforts to fight for change. OutRight’s report 

“Vulnerability Amplified: The Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on 
LGBTIQ people” documented LGBTIQ people experiencing a devastation 
of livelihoods, higher rates of domestic violence, amplified challenges 
accessing healthcare, increasing mental health issues, as well as scape-
goating for the crisis and a threat to the survival of LGBTIQ organizations.168 
Plans for Pride events around the world also took a toll. Most Prides, 
and other in person events, had to be cancelled because of pandemic- 
related restrictions, lockdowns, and for public safety. Prides are the most 
visible element of the global LGBTIQ movement, so this was a tough loss, 
because each year Pride events celebrate progress, push for change, and 
protest ongoing violations of the rights of LGBTIQ people. 

However, the LGBTIQ movement is resilient and creative. LGBTIQ 
communities have plenty of experience in adapting to new 
circumstances, and demanding recognition of rights in ever new ways. 
The unprecedented conditions caused by COVID-19 and surrounding 
containment measures lead to tremendous creativity among Pride 
organizers. Many Prides went ahead, but virtually – in many cases 
achieving a wider reach precisely because they were online, accessible 
from anywhere, and did not require the physical presence of Pride-
goers in a public space. Moreover, virtual Prides could take place safely 
even in countries which criminalize same-sex relations, or restrict the 
freedom of expression and assembly of LGBTIQ communities. 

The following are several examples of Pride events which took place 
virtually in 2020. 

168	  Bishop, A. “Vulnerability Amplified: The Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on LGBTIQ 
People.” OutRight Action International, 200. https://outrightinternational.org/sites/default/
files/COVIDsReportDesign_FINAL_LR_0.pdf

Pride Around the World	 47

https://outrightinternational.org/content/vulnerability-amplified-impact-covid-19-pandemic-lgbtiq-people
https://outrightinternational.org/content/vulnerability-amplified-impact-covid-19-pandemic-lgbtiq-people


G
LO

B
A

L P
R

ID
E

Global Pride
Global Pride aimed to serve as a space for “the LGBTI+ community 
around the world to come together and celebrate diversity and equality 
during these challenging times.”169 The primary organizers, the European 
Pride Organizers Association and InterPride, wanted to create this 
space because the Covid-19 pandemic had “had a devastating impact 
on Pride organizations worldwide with hundreds of marches and events 
cancelled or postponed.” The organizers certainly succeeded in creating 
space for the global community - they estimate that more than 57 million 
viewers from all around the world tuned in at some point during the 24-
hour online event. 

The participation of organizers of Pride was also significant. More than 
500 Pride organizers around the world submitted about 1,000 pieces 
of content, which were added into the video stream. The event also 
focused on the pivotal role of black trans people in the Pride movement 
and called for an end to racism. Speakers included Carlos Alvarado 
Quesada, the President of Costa Rica, where equal marriage was 
recently legalized; Erna Solberg, the prime minister of Norway; Xavier 
Bettel, the Prime Minister of Luxembourg; and First Minister of 
Scotland Nicola Sturgeon.170

Natalie Thompson, a chair of the Global Pride event, said: “What 
makes Global Pride very unique is that this is the first Pride of its 
kind where we are really focused on bringing the entire LGBT global 
community together.”171

169	  No byline. “Global Pride. Exist. Persist. Resist.” No date. https://www.globalpride2020.org

170	  Hillier, B. “Can a star-studded, global Pride parade online replace the real thing?” The 
World, June 1 2020. https://www.pri.org/stories/2020-06-01/can-star-studded-global-
pride-parade-online-replace-real-thing?

171	  No byline. “Virtual Global Pride Event to Celebrate LGBTQIA+ Community.” Voice of 
America (VOA News), June 17 2020. https://www.voanews.com/arts-culture/virtual-glob-
al-pride-event-celebrate-lgbtqia-community
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Pride Afrique
Another notable virtual Pride held in August 2020, was a specifically 
pan-African celebration of Pride – Pride Afrique. The event was aimed 
at LGBTIQ people and allies all across Africa, a continent in which over 
half the countries still criminalize same-sex relations. The broadcast 
was spread across three days, with non-continuous events going out at 
different times. According to participating organization The Centre for 
Human Rights at the University of Pretoria in South Africa, it “explor[ed] 
the diversity of the LGBTIQ+ lived experiences of queer persons in 
Africa and the diaspora … Pride Afrique 2020 incorporated multiple 
levels of storytelling that were structural, relational and personal while 
creating a multi-dimensional narrative for the LGBTIQ+ community.”172

Speakers at the event included Botswana’s former President Festus 
Mogae and John Amaechi, the first openly LGBTIQ NBA player, as well 
as artists, performers and activists from Africa. Organizer Kehinde 
Bademosi, from Nigeria, reflected, “more people are online due to the 
coronavirus and so we thought it was a good time to reach out virtually 
to the LGBTIQ people living in Africa … We are doing this because right 
now in Africa, many countries are criminalizing LGBTIQ people and 
we want to send a strong message to them that they are not alone and 
show them that there is a community where they belong.”

At the start of the event, Bademosi noted that the broadcast material 
would continue to be available to viewers after the live event was over, 
creating a resource for LGBTIQ people: “It’s not just about what is 
happening over the next three days. I think more people will see it in the 
days, weeks and months to come – we are leaving the LGBTQI message 
in the cloud for all Africans.”173

172	  No byline. “Pride Afrique: Centre staff and alumni participate in first virtual Pan-African 
pride event.” Centre for Human Rights, University of Pretoria, September 11 2020. https://
www.chr.up.ac.za/latest-news/2236-pride-afrique-centre-staff-and-alumni-participate-in-
first-virtual-pan-african-pride-event

173	  Bhalla, N. “First pan-African virtual Pride to share LGBT+ stories.” Reuters/IOL, August 
14 2020. https://www.iol.co.za/news/africa/first-pan-african-virtual-pride-to-share-lgbt-sto-
ries-d02ab0b5-b9f7-49d9-84ff-e59c8f2462f4
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Global Black Pride
Global Black Pride was set up virtually not only in response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic, but also the global spotlight on racism and police 
brutality in the aftermath of the murder of George Floyd in the US, 
and the wave of Black Lives Matter protests which swept across cities 
around the world. The event gave space to black, indigenous and people 
of color in the LGBTIQ community to come together and celebrate their 
intersecting identities. “We wanted to create a space for Black Pride 
and for people across the globe to connect,” says Micheal Ighodaro, an 
organizer of Global Black Pride.174 

A mix of pre-recorded content and live broadcast, Global Black Pride 
connected organizations and viewers on four continents. It was held on 
July 10 2020, just after Pride Month. The organizers got to potential 
viewers through organizational contacts and social media: “Right now, 
because Grindr is one of our sponsors, we use their YouTube page, 
which has 500,000 subscribers, and we work with our individual host 
countries, and use social media to promote it. Grand marshals try to get 
people interested and to tune in.”

Ighodaro says: “What makes this Pride interesting is that we have no 
corporate sponsorship. It’s more real. It’s just people coming together 
to create a platform for themselves, to showcase their communities.” 
Looking forward to the 2021 iteration of Global Black Pride, Ighodaro 
says “It’s going to be a mixture of entertainment and real life issues.”175

174	 Interview with Micheal Ighodaro, June 3 2021.

175	 Ighodaro interview, 2021
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Pride of Africa, Johannesburg
Johannesburg, South Africa, which was the site of the first Pride march 
on the African continent in 1990, had to go virtual in 2020 during its 
30th anniversary year. Recently rebranded as Pride of Africa, Johan-
nesburg Pride also spread in the form of African Pride Month, using 
the whole month of October to stage virtual events and reach out to 
LGBTIQ people all over the region and the continent. Kaye Ally, chair-
person of Johannesburg Pride, said that “all of the Pride of Africa events 
were held, but on a digital platform, throughout the month of October 
(African Pride Month). The month has gained tremendous momentum 
over the last few years ... The events throughout the month of October 
included Gaborone Pride, conferences, award ceremonies and more.”176 

Ally noted that “before Covid-19, we were seeing another trend: an 
increasing number of visitors from other African countries attending 
and supporting the [Pride] event [in Johannesburg] in recent years. 
South Africa is widely praised as a model for Africa (and the rest of the 
world) in terms of human rights – including the rights of sexual and 
gender minorities.”177 Going virtual in 2020 helped to bring those people 
to an African Pride event that could have been held in only a very few 
other countries in Africa. “Pride of Africa developed its own LGBTIQ 
identity for Queer African people,” said Ally. “We took a look at the flags 
of 54 African countries ... Common shapes and forms were identified 
and the rainbow colours were added. The now shapes and forms were 
used to build the unique brand identity: Pride of Africa.”178

Many other locations went the virtual route in 2020, as detailed in this 
briefing paper. Some, despite the ban on public gatherings, found unusual 
ways to make their presence felt in their cities, such as the “Pride on Four 
Wheels” in Sarajevo, Bosnia and Herzegovina, in which participants drove 
through the city waving rainbow flags and singing from their cars. Many 
Pride events have already been, and will continue to be held virtually in 
2021, depending on the state of the pandemic in individual countries. 

176	  Ally, K. Statement to OutRight, May 21 2021.

177	  Ally statement

178	 Ally statementPrevious page: Durban Pride Festival, 
on June 29, 2019 in Durban. Photo 
by Rajesh Jantilal/AFP via Getty 
Images
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Conclusion

P
ride events are the most visible element of the global movement 
for LGBTIQ equality, and a moment in time when the spotlight 
shines on LGBTIQ issues. They take many forms, and sizes, in 
some places being more celebratory and marking progress to 

date, in others taking the shape of protest and demanding recognition 
and protection of rights. By this point in time, Pride and related events 
are held in 102 countries - more than half the countries in the world. 
However, even in places with a history of Pride events, they are un-
der fire in many places. Whether called Pride, or taking names such as 
Equality Marches (in Poland) or Queer Cultural Festivals (in South Ko-
rea), these events give visibility to LGBTIQ people, push against social 
prejudice and challenge repressive state measures and call for greater 
equality for LGBTIQ people. They are an absolutely crucial element of 
the movement. 

Further testament to the importance of Pride is the fact that every year 
a new Pride event is held somewhere. In 2018 North Macedonia held 
its first Pride weekend, in 2019 Botswana held its first march, in 2020 
the first Global Black Pride took place. As opportunities arise due to 
a liberalization of the respective state, or strengthening of the LGBTIQ 
movement, activists take the opportunity to affirm the existence of 
LGBTIQ people, challenge harmful and misleading perceptions about 
the community, and demand recognition and protection of our rights. 
According to OutRight’s findings, eight countries hosted their first Pride 
events in the last three years. 

Unfortunately, in too many places, whether due to laws which continue 
to criminalize same-sex relations, other repressive legislation, limited 
capacity of local LGBTIQ communities, or active persecution of LGBTIQ 
people, Pride events can not take place. This is reflective of the continuing 
challenges facing the LGBTIQ movement on the road to achieving equality. 

Beyond LGBTIQ equality, Pride events serve as a litmus test for democracies. 
Pride events are a manifestation of the freedom of assembly. This is a 
basic human right available to all regardless of sexual orientation, gender 
identity or expression. It is not an absolute right, and can be limited for, 
for example, national security concerns, but not for arbitrary reasons 

Following page: Durban Pride 
Festival, on June 29, 2019 in 
Durban. Photo by Rajesh Jantilal/
AFP via Getty Images
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such as public opinion or LGBTIQ-phobia. As such, whether or not a state allows and protects a 
marginalized, often hated community to hold an event such as Pride is indicative of the health of 
their democracy. 

This briefing paper shows that Pride can take various forms, and that it plays out somewhat 
differently in different countries. We have noted the countries where Pride is under fire, as 
well as those in which Pride is emerging as a new social movement, showing that LGBTIQ peo-
ple are innovative and determined to claim their place as citizens, with full human rights, in the 
social body.

This briefing aimed to show an overview of trends in the Pride movement for LGBTIQ equality 
around the world, and to provide insight into Prides facing backlash, and new Prides taking 
shape. We intend to publish a more comprehensive report covering Prides globally in 2022.
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Pride Arts Festival, July 28, 2019 
in Port of Spain, Trinidad. Photo by 
Sean Drakes/Getty Images
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