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The role of Amnesty International in the battle against violation of human rights based on
sexual orientation and gender identity.

Introduction to the Issue:

It has been more than 30 years since World Health Organization has purged its list of mental
health disorders and took off homosexuality from it, by means, accepting it as a common form of
sexual orientation (Reid,2020). After this decision was made in 1990, over the years more
countries started showing their support towards same-sex relationships and people involved in

them, by allowing them to get married legally and even adopt children.

In the context of this paper, violation of Human Rights based on gender identity and/or sexual
discrimination refers to article 2 of the United Nations Human Rights Charter which states:
“Everyone is entitled to all the rights and freedoms set forth in this Declaration, without

distinction of any kind”.

It is important to understand why sexual orientation and gender identity based discrimination is
a global issue. Ipsos, a market research company issued a 27 country report which shows that
almost 12% of these countries’ population identify as either gay, lesbian, or bisexual. Sadly, to
this day According to the Human Rights Campaign, currently, there are only 30 countries that
legally ratify same-sex marriage and only a few that have laws that prevent discrimination
against them. The research gathered over the years by various organizations shows that the
fundamental human rights of the people who associate themselves with the LGBT+ (lesbian, gay,
bisexual, transgender) community are systematically violated through hate crime, incompetent
health care, discrimination at work, educational and governmental institutions (LGBTQIA
Resource Center). UNAIDS (Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS) research shows
that there are more than 75 countries where same-sex relationships are prohibited by law and
people involved can be prosecuted including receiving the death penalty. A recent report

published by The Center of American Progress states that in the United States alone 36% of the



LGBT+ community have experienced discrimination due to their sexual orientation and/or

gender identity.

The role of Amnesty International:

Amnesty International is a multinational non-governmental organization that has been
established in the early 1960s with the purpose to unite people to protect human rights and
ensure that they are enjoyed by all equally (Amnesty International, 2021). According to Amnesty
International, their work includes two ways that help the organization to achieve its goal. The
first way is defined as “advocacy and lobbying” in which they use their extensive research on
human rights violations to pressure the global actors to act in favor of human rights. Another
way of achieving change is identified as “campaigns and action” this includes petition signing
and peaceful protesting. Research conducted by Robyn Linde on Amnesty International and its
transnational LGBT+ network provides great insights on how they started their advocacy for the
LGBT+ community in the world from the early 1990s and how they continue their support. He
states that Amnesty International started its support to the above-mentioned community by
hosting panels in the United States to educate its members and the general public on issues faced
by the community. Starting their campaign this way is very powerful since education is a strong
tool when it comes to changing opinions and opening up minds that are limited by unconscious
biases that were embedded into them by the environment (World Economic Forum, 2020). When
it comes to their more recent achievements, Amnesty International has contributed towards
Taiwan’s legalization of same-sex marriages, which is a remarkable event due to the fact that it is
the first country in Asia to legalize same-sex marriage (Huang, 2019). This shows that such
simple yet powerful actions such as lobbying and petitioning can change the lives of millions of

people who have been marginalized and discriminated against.

Methods used by Amnesty International can be considered to be long-term commitments since
education, lobbying, and petition signing is time-consuming. Also, it can be argued that these
efforts require an environment where the country that has been accused of violating human rights
is not pushing back by creating a system that puts constraints on these actions. So far, countries

where Amnesty International was successful such as European countries, the US, and Taiwan are



considered to be democratic and liberal meaning that the citizens have a chance to change the

legislature through political participation.

Example of Russia:

Despite Amnesty’s hard work towards LGBT+ community support around the world, there are
multiple limitations to their work, and usually, these obstacles come from the government of the
country where the discussed problem is evolving. In recent years Amnesty International has been
trying to raise awareness about Russian discriminatory treatment of the LGBT+ community and
even prosecution (Amnesty International, 2021). Unfortunately, raising awareness and signing
petitions is the most they can do when it comes to a country like Russia. According to statistics,
Russia is not an LGBT-friendly country, despite the decriminalization of homosexuality in 1993.
IGLA-Europe ranks Russia as the least safe country for the LGBT+ community in Europe.
Further, a Russian independent research center has concluded that in 2020 only a small fraction
agreed that people who associate themselves with LGBT+ are allowed to have equal rights
(Levada Center, 2020). In 2017 Thomson Reuters Foundation Reported that hate crimes in
which a member of LGBT+ has physically suffered or died have doubled (Litvinova, 2017).
These statistics are showcasing the heartbreaking reality of what the LGBT+ community has to
face in Russia alone. It is also necessary to understand that Russia has a tremendous influence on
many post-Soviet countries, which can contribute to the spread of violation of human rights
based on sexual orientation and/or gender identification due to shared anti-West agenda and

mutual socio-political support (Cooley, 2017).

In 2013 the Federal Assembly, a legislative branch within the Russian government, voted in
favor of a new subclause in already existing law that prosecutes pedophilia (Human Rights
Watch, 2014). The subclause prohibits any and all propaganda of nontraditional relationships, i.e
same-sex relationships. This subclause essentially aligned homosexual relationships with
pedophilia. Violation of this law can result in a fine of up to 100,000 rubles (10,000 HKD) for
local citizens and incarceration for 15 days and deportation for foreign visitors (The Council on
Global Equality). This law caused a lot of debate in the international community about the future

of the LGBT+ community in Russia. Human Rights agencies like the Amnesty International and



LGBT+ activists like Elton John were spreading petitions and encouraging peaceful protests
against the new law, but Russia was ahead of them because there is a law that makes it illegal to
participate in any kind of protests or marches without governmental approval (Amnesty
International,2019). During the G20 summit in 2019, when Putin, the president of the Russian
Federation, was questioned about the fate of the LGBT+ community, he stated that he is just
trying to avoid Western influence on the minds of young children. He further expressed his
confusion about transgender people by using derogatory terms such as “transformer” (Caroll,
2019). However, in 2020 the Russian government took it further. In 2020, the Russian
government held a referendum where citizens were able to agree or disagree with newly
proposed amendments into the constitution. One of the amendments included a sub-clause that
described marriage as a union of a male and female, this makes it almost impossible for the next
president to amend. Therefore, as stated by famous Russian LGBT activist Alexander Belik in
his interview with IGLA-Europe, this established a system that created a completely
demoralized environment where people are giving up due to not seeing any possibility for a

change (Belik, 2020).

Concluding Remarks:

In conclusion, despite active attempts to bring attention to the problem of violation of human
rights of the LGBT+ community around the world, non-governmental agencies like Amnesty
International can only succeed depending on the socio-political environment of the country they
are working in (Olema, Takwi, Taban, 2020). After analyzing an example of Russia where the
government has created and is still creating an environment where NGOs are viewed as “foreign
agents” and are banned for the propaganda of non-traditional values even though they are just
pledging for equal recognition of oppressed groups. It can be argued that NGOs have very little
power over governments in countries like Russia that have a deeply enrooted conservative
mindset that has been lasting through decades due to the unchanging president and the leading
party. Russia faces many socio-political issues such as extreme levels of corruption and civil

liberties that only exist de jure.



Regardless of the progress that has been achieved in some countries, the LGBT+ community still
faces various complicated difficulties, such as brutality and rejection that violate their basic
human rights, these are all a result of incompetent governments that can not guarantee support
and recognition of LGBT+ community as common citizens and their human rights (Guevara
Rosas for Amnesty International, 2020). Borderline is, it must not matter who you come home
to at the end of the day or what are your pronouns are, when it comes to human rights, more
should be done for them to be universally accepted and protected. Human Rights are

fundamental for peace and development of humankind (OHCHR, 2015).
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