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In early 2024, Ghana’s Parliament unanimously passed the Human Sex-
ual Rights and Family Values Bill. If signed into law, the bill will crimi-
nalize anyone identifying as LGBT+ and anyone who knowingly fails to
report them. The architect of the bill, opposition MP Sam George, de-
fended curtailing LGBT+ rights as necessary to protect “Ghanaian fam-
ily values.” When one of us asked George in 2023 if he worried that the
bill, which limits freedom of speech and assembly among other things,
would damage Ghana’s reputation as a robust West African democra-
cy, he did not hesitate: “What is undemocratic about a bill supported
by 96 percent of Ghanaians? That is going through Parliament? And
that will be voted upon by representatives duly elected by the people?”!
George was not wrong; his bill was indeed going through proper chan-
nels and had received significant vetting and consideration. Its passage,
therefore, cannot be blamed on the failure of democratic institutions but
rather on their effectiveness.

Cases like Ghana’s are shining a light on the growing threats to LGBT+
rights around the world. Dramatic anti-LGBT+ measures enacted in au-
thoritarian and illiberal regimes such as Russia, Uganda, and Hungary
demonstrate how politicians intentionally “other” LGBT+ communities
and leverage their repression to consolidate power. Liberal democra-
cies, in theory, should be bulwarks against this concerning trend. As
Ghana’s anti-LGBT+ bill shows, however, democratic institutions can
sometimes be put to undemocratic purposes. Several other democratic
countries, even some that receive high marks on international report
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cards, have curtailed LGBT+ rights in recent years: In 2020, dozens of
Polish municipalities declared themselves “LGBT-free zones” to block
pride marches and keep LGBT+ people from living openly; in 2023, Ita-
ly limited the rights of lesbian mothers, denying them access to fertility
treatments and retroactively removing their names from their children’s
birth certificates; and in the United States that same year, dozens of state
legislatures enacted more than eighty anti-LGBT+ bills, and the U.S.
Supreme Court gave businesses what Justice Sonia Sotomayor called in
her dissent “a new license to discriminate” against LGBT+ customers.>

Just as liberal democracies do not always ensure or expand LGBT+
rights, neither do all autocracies oppose them. Recently, Cubans ap-
proved same-sex marriage through a referendum, Singapore’s Parlia-
ment decriminalized sodomy, and Kuwait’s Constitutional Court ruled
an anti-trans penal provision to be unconstitutional.

Here, we aim to highlight the limited ability of democratic institutions
largely built on majoritarian principles to protect LGBT+ rights, which
also bears lessons for other minority rights in democracies. Certainly,
LGBT+ rights around the world are stronger in democratic systems; yet
the relationship between those rights and democracy is not straightfor-
ward. Our research shows that between 1990 and 2009, LGBT+ rights
expanded as countries became more democratic. But in the following
decade, the trend reversed. The legal inroads made via democratic in-
stitutions by LGBT+ people sparked a backlash. They are now a prime
target of populist leaders, who promote an us-versus-them mentality
among citizens and can use the very same democratic channels to curtail
LGBT+ rights as those used to win them in the first place.

We must therefore reconceptualize the relationship between LGBT+
rights and liberal democracy. Rather than seeing LGBT+ rights as the
consequence of liberal democracy, we need to see them as constitutive
of liberal democracy.? In other words, we should change the discussion
from LGBT+ rights and democracy to LGBT+ rights as democracy.

The Road to (and from) LGBT+ Rights

Concerns about rising authoritarianism and eroding democratic in-
stitutions understandably have LGBT+ advocates sounding the alarm.
Leading LGBT+ organizations have detailed how global threats to de-
mocracy pose a fundamental, even existential, challenge to LGBT+
communities. Historical evidence shows that as countries become more
democratic LGBT+ rights typically expand. The inverse, however,
seems particularly true in this moment: Once-hopeful democracies such
as Hungary and Turkey, to name just two, are paving the road to authori-
tarianism with anti-LGBT+ hate.

What about liberal democracy enables it to serve as a vehicle for
expanding LGBT+ rights? Here, we focus on the three key elements:
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the freedoms of speech, association, and assembly; party and electoral
politics; and respect for individual and minority rights. Foremost is the
ability of LGBT+ advocates to gain public visibility, made possible by
speech, association, and assembly protections. The strength of domestic
civil society space is a consistent predictor of LGBT+ rights, and these
effects are magnified when domestic LGBT+ advocates are linked to
larger transnational advocacy networks.* Intertwined within these pro-
tections is the ability of activists and allies to expand LGBT+ visibility
in everyday life through advocacy campaigns, media representation, and
individual disclosure of one’s identity to friends and family.

The consistent strength of this pathway is why opponents in power
censor LGBT+ content in the public arena and restrict LGBT+ civil
society groups and activities through regulatory crackdowns.’ Russia
started a global trend in 2013 with its prohibition against promoting
“non-traditional sexual values” to minors. One human-rights advocate
explained that the ban “further stigmatizes and alienates LGBTI people,
including children, and will deprive them of information that could be
crucial to their health,” and that it “will deny LGBTI people equality
before the law by curtailing the activities of LGBTI activists, some of
whom have already been harassed and assaulted.”® In 2022, Russia’s
parliament expanded the law to criminalize such speech across all age
groups. It targeted the freedoms of speech and assembly precisely be-
cause they are critical for creating robust civil societies and, ultimately,
expanding LGBT+ rights and recognition. The following year, the coun-
try’s Supreme Court took the measure to its inevitable conclusion, de-
claring the international LGBT+ movement an “extremist organization,”
thereby granting the state significant powers to continue suppressing
civil society and public speech.

Party and electoral politics are critical avenues for bringing the
LGBT+ agenda into the political limelight. When election manifestos
include proposals related to LGBT+ rights, it is often the product of
activists’ sustained, strategic lobbying. In the United Kingdom in 1992,
for example, LGBT+ activists persuaded the Labour and Liberal Demo-
cratic parties to advance proposals on equal age of consent regardless of
gender or sexual orientation, marking the left’s early engagement with
pro-LGBT+ policymaking. Over time, even the once-hostile Conserva-
tive Party started endorsing some pro-LGBT+ policies in an effort to
modernize its image—for example, the party agreed to reclassify same-
sex civil partnerships as marriage in 2010.” In Brazil, too, democratiza-
tion meant that political parties could “contribute significantly to the
increasing recognition and visibility of gays, lesbians, and travestis as
political actors in the public sphere.”®

LGBT+ constituents need not rely solely on lobbying politicians and
parties. They can also become candidates, and therefore officeholders,
themselves. The number of openly LGBT+ lawmakers continues to
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grow around the world—most recently, Taiwan elected its first openly
lesbian parliamentarian in January 2024. The presence of LGBT+ par-
liamentarians, concentrated largely within left and green parties, has
been shown to greatly increase the probability of pro-LGBT+ bills’ be-
ing passed.’ Importantly, efforts to expand LGBT+ rights via party and
electoral politics are not exclusive to the political left. Some right-wing
parties in Europe, like Britain’s Tories, have embraced certain LGBT+
rights and run LGBT+ candidates. In some cases, this may have been a
cynical tactic to better position a party to oppose Muslim immigrants,
who are often caricatured as homophobic. '

Finally, LGBT+ activists have evoked respect for individual and mi-
nority rights—including rights to privacy, equality, dignity, and pro-
tection from discrimination—to advance other protections. The United
Nations Human Rights Committee’s 1994 landmark Toonen v. Australia
decision, for example, ruled that the state of Tasmania’s criminalization
of sodomy violated privacy protections embedded in the International
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. The decriminalization of sod-
omy in many countries has been based on such privacy claims. Simi-
larly, legalization of same-sex marriage has been achieved with claims
to equality made in national legislatures and high courts. South Africa’s
Supreme Court initiated that country’s eventual adoption of same-sex
marriage when it ruled unanimously in 2005 that banning gay marriage

represents a harsh if oblique statement by the law that same-sex couples
are outsiders, and . . . It reinforces the wounding notion that they are to
be treated as biological oddities, as failed or lapsed human beings who do
not fit into normal society, and, as such, do not qualify for the full moral
concern and respect that our Constitution seeks to secure for everyone.'!

Rights activists have also championed antidiscrimination principles
in the employment and healthcare sectors, securing protections such as
Mauritius’s 2008 Equal Opportunities Act, for example, which prohibits
workplace discrimination based on sexual orientation. Where respect
for these individual and minority rights is democratically entrenched
and combined with vibrant associational freedom and dynamic electoral
party politics, LGBT+ people see their rights expanded.

Roadblocks Ahead

The association between internal democratization and respect for
LGBT+ rights (decriminalization of sodomy, employment protections,
marriage equality, changes to state gender markers) is strong. But un-
derneath this trend lurks a concerning reality: Many new policies ex-
panding or protecting LGBT+ rights within democracies have been en-
acted via countermajoritarian mechanisms.

Judiciaries and court systems, for example, have been particularly
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F1GURE—LIBERAL DEMOCRACY AS A PREDICTOR OF LGBT+ RIGHTS,
1990-2019

1990-2009 2010-2019

-

LGBT+ Policy Index
LGBT+ Policy Index

0 01 02 03 04 05 06 07 08 09 1 0 01 02 03 04 05 06 07 08 09 1

Liberal Democracy Liberal Democracy

Note: This figure was produced using two-way fixed-effects models. The dependent vari-
able is a continuous policy index, ranging from -5 to +13, developed by Velasco (2023)
that comprises 18 different LGBT+ policies. The independent variable is V-Dem’s mea-
sure of “Liberal Democracy,” which ranges from 0 to 1. The sample consists of 156 coun-
tries stratified into two samples, 1990-2009 and 2010-2019.

instrumental in extending legal recognition to LGBT+ communities
around the world. Court rulings in countries as diverse as Belize, Bo-
tswana, Canada, India, and Mauritius have decriminalized homosexual
acts. And rulings in Austria, Brazil, Mexico, Slovenia, and South Africa
have paved the way for marriage equality. In the United States, the Su-
preme Court’s decisions in Lawrence v. Texas (2003), United States v.
Windsor (2013), Obergefell v. Hodges (2015), and Bobstock v. Clayton
County (2020) all expanded LGBT+ rights. International courts have
also been instrumental, beginning with the European Court of Human
Rights’ decision in Dudgeon v. United Kingdom (1981) decriminaliz-
ing homosexual acts in Northern Ireland. In 2020, Costa Rica legalized
same-sex marriage in response to a 2018 advisory opinion of the Inter-
American Court of Human Rights.

But majoritarian and countermajoritarian mechanisms sometimes
yield opposite results. After Taiwan’s Supreme Court instructed the leg-
islature to enact marriage equality, for example, opponents of the mea-
sure initiated a national referendum on the issue and won. Even in some
of the most consolidated democracies, direct majoritarian processes
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such as popular referenda can inhibit rights expansion or even roll back
existing protections. The courts are therefore critical for protecting mi-
nority rights against popular prejudice. Given these counterweights, we
must ask whether it is possible to achieve and maintain full recognition
for LGBT+ rights in liberal democracies.

The world is currently witnessing two parallel trends: rising anti-
gender sentiment, with moral-conservative actors criticizing “gender
ideology” as a way to push against LGBT+ inclusion across society and
rising autocratization accompanied by increasing right-wing populism
and democratic backsliding. While many right-wing populists leverage
homo- and transphobia to justify authoritarian policies, democratic in-
stitutions can also provide a pathway to undermining LGBT+ rights.

As the Figure above shows, between 2010 and 2019, LGBT+ rights
decreased as countries became more democratic. What caused this re-
versal? In particular, a global movement formed to counter LGBT+
gains made in the preceding two decades,'? including the decriminaliza-
tion of sodomy, recognition of LGBT+ relationships, and freedom to
legally change gender markers. Intent on undoing these gains, this coun-
termovement has turned LGBT+ activists’ best tools into its own weap-
ons—leveraging the same democratic channels and espousing similar
liberal tenets as pro-LGBT+ activists. This strategy gives anti-LGBT+
measures a stamp of democratic legitimacy, as with Ghana’s 2024 bill.
Viewed in this light, democracy seems at best quite limited in its abil-
ity to expand LGBT+ rights and at worst an actual obstacle to doing so.

The elements of liberal democracy that are so critical for pro-rights
activists are equally meaningful for their opponents: The freedoms of
speech, association, and assembly enable the formation of anti-LGBT+
countermovements, which can then work to advance their agendas via
majoritarian democratic channels, including elections and legislation.
Appeals to citizens’ homophobia or transphobia are often effective for
mobilizing opposition to LGBT+ rights. In a world where most publics
remain unfriendly or ambivalent to LGBT+ communities, these efforts
often succeed.

It is not uncommon for voters to reject LGBT+ rights directly. In
the 2018 Taiwanese referendum, for instance, two-thirds of voters re-
jected marriage equality and teaching gender equality in schools—a
“bitter blow” to LGBT+ rights on the island. Even though turnout was
only around 55 percent, the country’s conservative right, which had
campaigned to include anti-LGBT+ questions in the referendum, still
saw the results as a victory.!* Although Taiwan’s legislature legalized
same-sex marriage the following year, the 2018 referendum nonethe-
less demonstrates how voting directly on LGBT+ issues in liberal-dem-
ocratic societies does not always advance rights. Similarly, Croatia held
a constitutional referendum in 2013 to define marriage as “matrimony
between a woman and a man” in response to a petition with 700,000
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signatures collected by a conservative organization. Almost two-thirds
of voters who turned out supported the measure.

The Taiwanese and Croatian referenda are just two examples of how
direct majoritarian mechanisms can deal a deathblow to minority rights—
and why people often argue that fun-
damental minority rights should not

The extent to which a be subject to the will of the majority.
ruling political class Indeed, right-wing politicians often
ucti’vely persecutes LGBT+ raise LGBT+ rights in electoral cam-
groups and individuals paigns to stoke fear and rally conser-

vative bases. When campaigning for
reelection in 2020, Polish president
R ) . Andrzej Duda launched a “family
Count.ry‘ s untldem.ocmtlc charter” and pledged to fight “LGBT
proclivities, especially ideology,” which helped him to eke
in the current political out a narrow victory.'*
climate. Legislatures are also attacking
LGBT+ rights. Ghana’s anti-LG-
BT+ bill, which passed unanimously
in parliament (and was pending presidential sign-off at the time of
writing), is just one example of how lawmakers can turn antiminor-
ity prejudice into policy. In 2022, Indonesia’s legislature unanimously
passed a bill criminalizing all sex outside of marriage (including be-
tween unmarried people). Thus in the world’s most populous Muslim
democracy, same-sex marriage is illegal and unmarried sex is pros-
ecutable—Ileaving little doubt that this law targeted LGBT+ people. In
the United States, too, more than five-hundred anti-LGBT+ bills were
introduced in various state legislatures in 2023 alone, with at least 84
passing across 23 states.'

Opponents of LGBT+ rights are also turning to the judiciary, but
with mixed results, as courts are generally better positioned to protect
minority rights than to deny them, regardless of popular opinion. Politi-
cized courts, however, can just as easily undermine rights. Anti-LGBT+
litigants have won cases using free-speech and free-exercise arguments,
including at the U.S. Supreme Court in Masterpiece Cakeshop v. Colo-
rado Civil Rights Commission (2018) and 303 Creative LLC v. Elenis
(2023) and the U.K. Supreme Court in Lee v. Ashers Baking Company
Ltd and others (2018). These rulings weakened antidiscrimination pro-
tections for LGBT+ people, and such tactics are starting to spread across
the globe.

In addition to hijacking democratic institutions, anti-LGBT+ forc-
es evoke liberal-democratic values to justify their antiminority posi-
tions—arguing, for example, that LGBT+ rights interfere with an array
of “competing rights,” including parental rights as well as the freedoms
of religion, speech, and artistic expression. This claim is at the core of

can serve as a key
barometer for gauging a
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many anti-LGBT+ legal and mobilization strategies, which aim to con-
jure the illusion of a threatened religious or cultural minority.

Anti-LGBT+ activists have also been fine-tuning their “family val-
ues” strategy. They claim, for example, that children must be protected
from LGBT+ content in the media and at school. Thus in 2021, Hun-
gary’s parliament banned LGBT+ content in educational materials and
children’s television shows. In the United Kingdom two years earlier,
the introduction of mandatory LGBT+-inclusive sex education sparked
a massive backlash from conservative parents and educators: More than
a hundred-thousand people petitioned for the “fundamental right” to opt
out.'® The protection of “parental rights”—ostensibly to ensure that par-
ents can make independent decisions for their children—is increasingly
being cited to justify trans and queer exclusion, as with the U.S. state of
Florida’s Parental Rights in Education Act or the Canadian province of
British Columbia’s move to include gender- and sexual-diversity educa-
tion in schools, which prompted mass protest from parents and conser-
vative groups.!’

Finally, anti-LGBT+ activists in the Global South, especially in post-
colonial contexts, often frame LGBT+ rights as “Western” or “imperi-
alist,” and therefore incompatible with the right to self-determination.
Similar to the logic of “competing rights,” LGBT+ identities are pitted
against national or regional identities, with the former portrayed as “un-
African” or “against Asian values.” Ironically, behind such activism—
the ideas as well as the financial backing—often are right-wing sponsors
from the West, who have “appropriat[ed] the anticolonial frame” and
combined ‘“gender conservatism with a critique of neoliberalism and
globalization.”!® There is, in fact, an extensive anti-LGBT+ network
connecting like-minded groups across the world; the U.S.-based group
Family Watch International, for example, has supported anti-LGBT+
bills in Uganda, Kenya, and Ghana (the group itself denies this)."

LGBT+ Rights as Democracy

All this suggests that it is empirically suspect to see the enactment
and protection of LGBT+ rights as a clear downstream outcome of de-
mocracy. There are two reasons why. First, democratic countries across
the globe are at the forefront of innovating new forms of repression
against LGBT+ individuals and civil society. Repressive measures are
being proposed and passed through institutions that, in theory, embody
democracy—namely, legislatures and referenda. Even countermajori-
tarian institutions such as the courts cannot always be counted on as
LGBT+ allies. Second, some authoritarian regimes have, despite popu-
lar opposition, allowed or expanded LGBT+ rights. Both trends sit un-
comfortably with the idea that democracy is a desirable precondition for
LGBT+ rights.
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How might we rescue the fraying association between LGBT+ rights
and democracy? We suggest conceptualizing LGBT+ rights as constitu-
tive of democracy, particularly in an egalitarian, pluralistic form that
rests on protections for individual and minority rights. Doing so effec-
tively shifts the discussion away from LGBT+ rights and democracy
to LGBT+ rights as democracy. Such a reconceptualization has both
a clear, normative rationale and important pragmatic value in today’s
global context: Procedural definitions of democracy no longer capture
the complex forms of democratic backsliding, which are often linked to
global anti-LGBT+ trends.

In defining democracy, we often focus more on electoral and legisla-
tive processes than on representation, inclusion, and civil liberties. This
skews how we understand democratic history and progress, as feminist
scholars have been pointing out for decades.? Electoral competition and
legislative contestation are bare-minimum requirements for democracy;
for it to be stable and robust, political elites and ordinary people alike
must embrace norms including freedom of speech and association, per-
sonal liberty, and protection of minorities, even when a majority of the
demos opposes a minority group’s identity claims or practices.?!

Implicit in this proposition, however, is a key tension. Powerful inter-
est groups can leverage these same liberal-democratic norms and under-
standings to challenge the rights of historically marginalized groups—
the “competing rights” scenario. Religious objectors to LGBT+ equality
and even some proponents of “men’s rights” are employing institutional
tactics and arguments about minority rights that closely resemble those
used by LGBT+ advocates and feminists. Thus the struggle for both de-
mocracy and LGBT+ rights must also be waged on normative grounds.
Conceptualizing LGBT+ rights as being constitutive of democracy is
one way of doing that.

From a normative standpoint, accounting for LGBT+ rights specifi-
cally will help to determine the “quality” of a given democracy, as it is
often minority groups with the least political and electoral might who
suffer first when democratic norms and values come under attack.”? The
U.S. states passing anti-LGBT+ laws, for example, are becoming in-
creasingly antidemocratic across multiple dimensions. Take Alabama,
where there is only one majority-black electoral district despite African
Americans’ making up a quarter of the population; the state legislature
there is trying to extend a current law prohibiting teachers from discuss-
ing matters of gender or sexual orientation in the classroom through fifth
grade up to twelfth grade.? Such distinct instances of antidemocratic and
anti-LGBT+ acts tend to share a close connection. As long as LGBT+
people remain a politically vulnerable and electorally weak group, viola-
tions of their rights should be considered indicative of general demo-
cratic decline. In the words of Mahatma Gandhi, “The true measure of
any society can be found in how it treats its most vulnerable members.”
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There are also compelling pragmatic reasons to consider LGBT+
rights as constitutive of pluralistic democracy. First, the majoritar-
ian conception of democracy is now widely accepted as the legitimate
means of governing societies—so much so that even authoritarian rul-
ers claim to be democratic to bolster domestic legitimacy. But standard
ways of assessing democracy by their majoritarian institutions and pro-
cesses are no longer as useful. To give an example, the lens of free and
fair elections does not bring into focus contemporary India’s democratic
backsliding, whereas the ruling regime’s illiberal treatment and politi-
cal sidelining of Muslim minorities does. The exclusion and demoni-
zation of minority groups, including immigrants, religious minorities,
ethnoracial groups, and LGBT+ people, are core features of democratic
backsliding.?* This reality calls for using minority rights as a lens for
evaluating countries’ democratic health.

The status of LGBT+ rights is especially well suited for making com-
parative assessments of democracy. The domestic political treatment of
LGBT+ people—a transnational minority group—can signal the extent
to which a country has internalized norms of pluralistic, liberal democ-
racy. The data back this up: The most illiberal governments have also
done the most to systematically target and repeal LGBT+ rights—Brazil
under Bolsonaro, Russia under Putin, and Uganda under Museveni are
some cases in point. Conversely, only in consolidated liberal democra-
cies, such as those of Scandinavia, has a fuller slate of LGBT+ rights
been institutionalized.

There is a systematic logic at play here, given that LGBT+ people as
a minority group are different from other ethnic, religious, and racial
minorities. LGBT+ individuals make up a territorially dispersed group
without longstanding indigenous-identity claims. Thus, their identity-
based needs and demands, which help to make them a coherent constitu-
ency, are also easier to delegitimize. And because LGBT+ identities are
globally resonant and their agendas relatively similar across countries,
they are also easier to villainize as outsiders who are motivated by for-
eign forces and are undermining national sovereignty. In Uganda, for
instance, one member of parliament defending a bill that criminalizes
LGBT+ identities claimed, “This is about the sovereignty of our nation,
nobody should blackmail us, nobody should intimidate us.”” LGBT+
people often serve as convenient scapegoats for political elites, at times
to deflect from larger issues facing a country. Therefore, the extent to
which a ruling political class actively persecutes LGBT+ groups and
individuals can serve as a key barometer for gauging a country’s anti-
democratic proclivities, especially in the current political climate.

Many populist and authoritarian leaders already purposefully con-
flate limiting or repealing LGBT+ rights with the liberal-democratic
project.” They cite majoritarian notions of democracy to justify crack-
ing down on LGBT+ issues, as an influential Putin advisor did when
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defending Russia’s 2013 “gay propaganda” law. He called the policy
a “protection of the majority,” thereby reframing it as democratic in
a majoritarian sense,”” in the same way that Sam George would later

LGBT+ individuals are

the new political targets

of illiberal majoritarian
regimes across the Global
South and beyond. Thus
reframing LGBT+ rights as
constitutive of democracy
and adjusting our
measurements accordingly
can help us better assess a
country’s democratic health
in the contemporary context.

defend Ghana’s anti-LGBT+ bill.
Thus the battle over the meaning
of democracy—as either majori-
tarian or liberal and pluralistic—is
already being waged worldwide on
the issue of LGBT+ rights. Promot-
ing these rights as part and parcel
of democracy is therefore rhetori-
cally important for countering the
authoritarian appropriation of it,
which is based on majoritarian im-
pulses and antiminority sentiments.

This idea of discursively link-
ing the exclusion of group-based
rights—in this case, of LGBT+

people—with the conceptualiza-
tion and assessment of democracy
has precedent. Before the 1980s, women’s rights were barely on the
agenda of democracy promoters. Beginning in the 1990s, however, fem-
inist activism increasingly linked women’s rights and interests directly
to the very concept of democracy. In 1995, the Beijing World Confer-
ence on Women’s Platform for Action document declared: “No govern-
ment can claim to be democratic until women are guaranteed the right to
equal representation.”?

Academics and activists alike now view the sociopolitical treatment
of women in a given country as indicative of its democratic strength or
weakness. Indeed, indicators designed for comparative assessments of
democracy routinely incorporate criteria that evaluate women’s rights.?
The success of this approach is reflected somewhat perversely in the
fact that authoritarian countries are now ahead of democracies in ex-
panding de jure women’s rights.** LGBT+ individuals are the new po-
litical targets of illiberal majoritarian regimes across the Global South
and beyond. Thus reframing LGBT+ rights as constitutive of democracy
and adjusting our measurements accordingly can help us better assess a
country’s democratic health in the contemporary context.

In practice, this would require democracy advocates to shine a light on
the antidemocratic spirit behind efforts to limit or curtail LGBT+ rights,
whether enacted via majoritarian or countermajoritarian institutional
channels, and to include the status of LGBT+ rights in broader mea-
surements of democracy. Some of these, such as V-Dem’s “egalitarian
democracy index,” already include (binary) gender-related components.
Yet these may not suffice in a context where opponents of trans rights
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are succeeding in blocking measures that offer protection and recogni-
tion to trans people—as recently happened with a reform of the United
Kingdom’s Gender Recognition Act (2004)—by claiming they threaten
cisgender women’s safety in single-sex spaces. Failure to include an
LGBT+-rights component in measures of egalitarian democracy there-
fore risks distorting the extent to which a given democracy practices
gender egalitarianism. Incorporating such dimensions into measures of
democracy will also capture the counterintuitive reality that LGBT+
rights have expanded in some authoritarian regimes in recent years.

LGBT+ Rights and the Future of Democracy

As antidemocratic leaders learn from each other how to subvert dem-
ocratic institutions and mechanisms toward authoritarian ends, threats
to democracy increasingly come from internal, rather than external,
sources.’ This larger development parallels—and is reflected in—the
elite-led backlash against LGBT+ rights in democracies. Anti-LGBT+
leaders and activists have made strategic, and oftentimes successful, use
of majoritarian and countermajoritarian institutions to target LGBT+ in-
dividuals and civil society activism, thereby demonstrating the limits of
procedural democracy when it comes to ensuring LGBT+ inclusion and
protections.

While early gains in LGBT+ rights came about through democratic
channels, it should not be forgotten that activists did not necessarily
achieve such wins via institutional means alone. Activists also pursued
extra-institutional avenues—protests, pride parades, awareness-raising
campaigns, and even “kiss-ins”—to shift public opinion and force dem-
ocratic institutions to be accountable to the core norms of democracy.
In places where democracy had yet to take hold, be it South Africa or
Nepal, LGBT+ advocates fought in lockstep with prodemocracy allies
to usher their societies toward a more egalitarian future.?? Just as those
early LGBT+ activists already understood their rights as democracy,
we should see now that backsliding on LGBT+ rights is backsliding on
democracy.

To be sure, treating LGBT+ rights as an essential element of democ-
racy is not without risks. When issues lose their political charge in so-
ciety, those in power may leverage progressive changes in one domain
to obscure or justify questionable practices in others. For example, a
month into the Israel-Palestine war that started in October 2023, the
Israeli government shared an image of one of its soldiers raising a rain-
bow flag, emblazoned with the words “in the name of love” in English,
Arabic, and Hebrew, on top of the ruins of Gaza.**

We may soon see a sharp rise in such “pink-washing” efforts by
autocrats seeking to gain democratic legitimacy, as they have long
been doing with “gender-washing.”?* By that point, LGBT+ rights as
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democracy may be an anachronistic concept, perhaps even a coun-
terproductive one from the perspective of democratic deepening.
The problem of today and the near future, however, is the oppo-
site: Political leaders are proactively persecuting LGBT+ individu-
als and civil society to excite and ingratiate themselves with their
conservative bases—a strategy that Meredith Weiss has aptly named
“pink-blocking.”* In such a global context, if we can reach the point
where the state of LGBT+ rights stops being a meaningful indicator
of democratic quality, it will be a significant win for both LGBT+
rights and democracy.
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