The Lessons of Uganda
In the wake of David Kato’s murder in Uganda,
LGBT activists in the United States wake up to a growing problem:
America is exporting—and now reimporting—hate.

BY ANNE-CHRISTINE D’ADESKY
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A woman mourns during the
funeral of activist David Kato (left),
whose murder was preceded by
anti-gay demonstrations (this page)
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T

he month of December
in Africa istypically
quiet. Government
employees often
request early leave—
enough time to travel
long roads to visit relatives in rural
areas. Everyone knows that if you have
a cause, no matter how important, it’s a
poor time to get people’s attention.
That’s one reason why, as gay eyes
around the world focused on the unfolding drama over Uganda’s infamous “Kill
the Gays” legislation, someone quietly
handed a bill to Malawi’s president
outlawing lesbianism in a country nicknamed “the warm heart of Africa.” By
the time U.S. and other global activists
found out, early in 2011, it was late in
the game to do much.
“We didn’t know about this until late,
late, late last year—late 2010—the same
week that it came up for a vote in Parliament,” said Julie Dorf, senior adviser at
the watchdog Council for Global Equality. “It had been sitting in committee in
Parliament for a year and a half, and no
one in the gay movement knew about it!
The local activists finally say something
like, ‘Hey, you know, we have a problem …
this is passing in Parliament tomorrow.’”
Recounting the bill’s advance, Dorf
said there was “no grassroots organization on this.… There’s no human
rights campaign, no [International Gay
and Lesbian Human Rights Commission], no one does any action.” Instead,
diplomats intervened: Germany withheld aid, followed by the United States,
which blocked $350 million promised
in energy grants. “But by then, it’s
all too late. Everyone is focused on
Uganda,” Dorf said. Malawi’s president
signed the bill “without any fanfare.”
Initially, she conceded, “we missed
Malawi.”
As she and others see it, the big media
focus on Uganda since its anti-homosexuality bill was introduced in 2009,
made even greater by the murder in
January of LGBT lawyer-activist David
Kato, has overshadowed more anti-gay

attacks. It’s also concealed something
bigger: an anti-gay campaign by U.S.
religious extremists who are exporting their beliefs to other developing
countries.
“Everyone knows about Uganda, but
fewer people know about other places
we are seeing this like Malawi or now
the [Democratic Republic of Congo]
where there are other connections
between the U.S. right wing and antigay movements growing there,” Dorf
said. “It’s so far beyond that.”
The Rev. Kapya Kaoma, an African
researcher and project director at
Political Research Associates in Boston,
went undercover in Uganda for six
months to study the ties between U.S.
evangelicals and emerging anti-LGBT
groups there. In his eye-opening report,
Globalizing the Culture Wars, Kaoma
revealed a disturbing new “proxy
culture war”—in which U.S. pro-family
leaders found allies in African churches
to promote their homophobic agenda
and attack HIV-positive groups and
women. “Everyone needs to connect the
dots,” he said.
After major international pressure, Uganda’s bill was shelved in late

March—for the time being. (A government spokesman explained the Sexual
Offences Bill already covered many
provisions in the proposed bill.) But its
sponsors are determined to win its passage: On May 13, Uganda’s parliament
adjourned without voting on the bill,
but Bahati pledges to reintroduce it and
anti-gay militants boast of a petition
signed by 2 million people demanding
that it become law.
And with fresh victories like Malawi
behind the U.S. extremists, Kaoma sees
a new tactic of the proxy war spreading.
“They are not going to go away,” Kaoma
warned. “At PRA, we are very disappointed because I’ve said that what is
happening in Uganda is really happening in Rwanda, and it’s now happening
in the Congo where conservatives are
highly involved in trying to bring up
the same kind of laws. Malawi, Zambia,
Zimbabwe … they are using the same
kind of rhetoric.” These same groups
invited Africa’s now-famous homophobes—like David Bahati, the member
of Uganda’s Parliament responsible
for the “Kill the Gays” bill, and Pastor
Martin Ssempa, who is leading a cru-
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sade to ”kick sodomy out of Uganda”—to
the United States to inspire pro-family
activists.
While here, the visitors may focus
on American issues and might never
mention Uganda’s “Kill the Gays” bill
by name, according to Evelyn Schlatter,
a researcher at the Southern Poverty
Law Center who monitors anti-gay hate
in America. But she said pro-family
groups are studying the strategies being
used to build a broad anti-LGBT movement. “In this country, it’s a lot harder
to put legislation through any legislative
body that says we should kill gay people
that have homosexual sex,” Schlatter
said. “But having said that, a lot of larger
and even smaller [churches] are looking
at how they managed to do it in Uganda,
what was the rhetoric behind it, how
does it apply to situations like, ‘Should
we have gay marriage in our state?’ or
‘DADT [Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell]—should
we repeal it?’”
AN EXPANDING FRONT

Small, landlocked Malawi, far off the
radar of the average American gay person, is a very poor country where U.S.
missionaries regularly do charity work,
bringing clean water and food, building
schools and homes. Many arrive to work
in faith-based AIDS programs that
promote abstinence and fidelity in a
nation where the 2010 UNAIDS report
estimates that somewhere between
76
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that criminalizes lesbians for the first
time, in this day and age,” said Dorf,
spying a trend. “It happened in Burundi
… and now in Malawi.”
As of April, the International Gay and
Lesbian Association listed 76 countries
that outlaw gay sex; many criminalize
male homosexuality but don’t address
lesbianism.
For evangelicals, after Malawi comes
Moldova. This quiet Baltic country,
with a name like a fancy tropical drink,
marks the latest victory for the far
right. Shortly after the Malawi win,
Scott Lively, a U.S. pastor and lawyer
who helped develop the Uganda bill,
flew to Moldova this March. He’d just
10 percent and 30 percent of urban
heard about the impending passage of
dwellers have HIV. As in Uganda, the
a nondiscrimination bill that
epidemic has stoked anti-gay
76 COUNTRIES THAT
included sexual orientation—
stigma but also increased the
OUTLAW GAY SEX
one LGBT activists had long
visibility of gay Malawians.
Afghanistan, Algeria,
sought. Lively rallied the
Like a lion patiently stalking
Angola, Antigua and
Barbuda, Bangladesh,
group Pro Familia to oppose
hyenas in the tall yellow bush,
Barbados, Belize,
the bill. Pro Familia has since
U.S. evangelicals had been
Bhutan, Botswana,
Brunei, Burundi,
created an online “black list”
watching a gay drama unfold
Cameroon, Comoros,
of Moldovan public figures
in Malawi and spied an openDominica, Egypt,
Eritrea, Ethiopia,
who support gay rights. They
ing. In December 2009, the
Gambia, Ghana,
also persuaded the governannouncement, and overnight
Grenada, Guinea,
tabloid coverage, of a traditional Guyana, Iran, Jamaica, ment to ban a planned gay
Kenya, Kiribati, Kuwait,
pride march in Moldova this
marriage ceremony between
Lebanon, Lesotho,
Liberia, Libya, Malawi,
year. With a string of anti-gay
a transgendered woman—
Malaysia, Maldives,
victories, the battlefront will
Tiwonge Chimbalanga—and a
Mauritania, Mauritius,
gay man—Steven Monjeza—led Morocco, Mozambique, only widen.
Myanmar, Namibia,
The Rev. Canon Albert Ogle
to denouncements by religious Nauru, Nigeria, Oman,
Pakistan, Palau, Papua
is director of Integrity USA,
groups, which fueled public
New Guinea, Qatar,
a faith-based organization in
homophobia. The duo were
St. Kitts and Nevis,
St. Lucia, St. Vincent
San Diego with a chapter in
quickly arrested, put on trial,
and the Grenadines,
Uganda. As he sees the proxy
and convicted of a maximum
Samoa, Sao Tome
and Principe, Saudi
war developing in Africa, it’s a
sentence of 14 years hard labor
Arabia, Senegal,
win-win situation for evangeunder Malawi’s harsh sodSeychelles, Sierra
Leone, Singapore,
lists on both sides. The African
omy law. There, as in Uganda,
Solomon Islands,
pastors gain visibility and
local pastors allied with U.S.
Somalia, Sri Lanka,
Sudan, Swaziland,
money for their churches—
evangelicals argued that gay
Syria, Tanzania, Togo,
even if it’s notoriety, as in the
marriage was a Western import Tonga, Trinidad and
Tobago, Tunisia,
cases of Bahati, who uses his
and “un-African.”
Turkmenistan, Tuvalu,
political connections to orgaAll this set the stage for
Uganda, United Arab
Emirates, Uzbekistan,
nize Uganda’s National Prayer
what became a quiet strike
Yemen, Zambia and
Breakfast, or Ssempa, who sat
during the downspeed days of
Zimbabwe. In addition,
gay sex is illegal in the
beside Kato in a public forum
December later that year: addCook Islands (a selfheld weeks before the activist’s
ing women to the law against
governing democracy
in free association with
murder to declare support for
same-sex relationships. “It’s
New Zealand), the
very rare that we have a country Gaza Strip in Palestine, the Uganda bill, winning the
and Northern Cyprus,
which is recognized
only by Turkey.
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Before his murder, a newspaper printed David Kato’s
name and photo as part of its list of “top homos.”

wild cheers of a homophobic audience.
The African conservatives also help to
influence the positions on LGBT issues
taken by their larger church on issues
relevant in America, such as gay marriage or Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell. Kaoma’s
report details recent battles within the
Anglican, Episcopal, United Methodist
USA, and Presbyterian USA churches.
For their part, small ministries like
Lively’s Abiding Truth, often led by
white men, gain legitimacy on global
issues by having Africans allied with
or representing them, and they gain an
instant pulpit to preach to Africans, too.
The religious airwaves of Uganda are
filled with slots by American pastors.
“There are so many of these little
churches here operating sort of under
the radar,” explained Ogle. “That makes
it hard to know what they’re up to.” To
him, the question now is, “What’s our
response going to be here?”
A U.S. MOVEMENT WAKES UP

Apart from the strong response to
Uganda, frontline activists say not
enough is being done to monitor and
respond to the anti-gay right, or to
educate and mobilize the American gay
community to goings-on overseas.
Kaoma talks about “our need to
work across boundaries” to monitor
the right. “You may not be working on
homophobia, you may be working on
human rights, but at the end of the day
we can meet somewhere. We need that
corresponding between the groups.”
New voices in the proxy war are needed
to make the case for gay rights.
As a heterosexual man of faith, and
an African, Kaoma offers legitimacy
that’s hard for evangelists to wave off.
His well- researched report on Uganda
was based on videotaped interviews
and footage of anti-gay rallies. Perhaps
not surprisingly, the only critics of his
report were American evangelicals.
And when they tried to dismiss Kaoma
as they do other U.S. activists—as a
product of the West, as a colonialist, or
a racist—the labels didn’t fit. “How can

I be racist to my own people?” Kaoma
asks, amused.
Kaoma makes a good proxy for
white progressives, but an openly
gay Ugandan could speak personally
about living as a gay person there in a
way even Kaoma can’t. “I can tell you
there are no books or anything written
by LGBT-based persons telling their
story. That’s why the world does not
hear their stories as much. There are
only reported stories,” he said, adding, “That in itself pushes them out of
the narrative in terms of representing
their voices the way it is supposed to
be represented.” Their experiences
are written by non-African or Western
gay people, fostering the false labeling
of gays as white or Western. “We need
their experiences to be known, to educate our own people,” said Kaoma.
But even if Africa could find the right
spokespeople, it may not discover who’s
funding the anti-gay war. Numerous
tiny chapters of hate are tough to track,
even for a pro like the SPLC’s Schlatter.
“It’s difficult to follow the money out
of European and African countries.
I’m constrained by the U.S. side of it,
where it goes, and how it specifically
is spent overseas,” she admitted. “I
can’t track that.” Jim Burroway, a gay
blogger at Box Turtle Bulletin—a kind
of one-stop-shopping source for news
on the Christian right—also finds it
tough. “You have literally hundreds of
churches here that are tax-exempt,”
he said. “We all want to be able to track
the money, but reporting requirements being as they are, well, it’s not
an easy task.” PRA’s Kaoma agrees,
and he suggests looking into international conferences to find some of the
funding—“especially the American
health conferences,” he said. Kaoma
noted a new rightist trend of “using
what appears to be a public event” to
spread homophobia.
Many activists credit reporter and
author Jeff Sharlet for exposing the
web and breadth of the “C Street Fel-

18 TO WATCH
The Southern Poverty Law Center listed these
groups as among the worst of the radical right
wing, even considering some for its list of hate
groups based on “their propagation of known
falsehoods”— claims about LGBT people that
have been thoroughly discredited by scientific
authorities—and repeated name-calling.
Source: SPLC Intelligence Report, Winter 2010, Issue Number: 140

1
Abiding Truth
Ministries,
Springfield, Mass.,
led by Scott Lively

10
Faithful Word Baptist
Church, Tempe,
Ariz., Led by Steven
Anderson.

2
American Family
Association, Tupelo,
Miss., led by
Tim Wildmon

11
Family Research
Council, Washington,
D.C., led by former
Louisiana State
Rep. Tony Perkins

3
Americans for Truth
About Homosexuality
(AFTAH), Naperville,
Ill., led by Peter
LaBarbera
4
American Vision,
Powder Springs, Ga.,
led by Gary DeMar
5
Chalcedon
Foundation, Vallecito,
Calif., led by
Mark Rushdoony
6
Christian
Anti-Defamation
Commission, Vista,
Calif., led retired Army
Gen.
William Hollis
7
Concerned Women
for America,
Washington, D.C., led
by Beverly LaHaye
8
Coral Ridge
Ministries, Fort
Lauderdale, Fla., led
by Robert Knight.
9
Dove World Outreach
Center. Gainesville,
Fla., led by
Terry Jones.

12
Family Research
Institute, Colorado
Springs, Colo., led by
Paul Cameron
13
Heterosexuals
Organized for a
Moral Environment,
Downers Grove, Ill.,
led by Wayne Lela
14
Illinois Family
Institute, Carol
Stream, Ill., led by
David Smith
15
Liberty Counsel,
Orlando, Fla., led by
Mathew Staver
16
MassResistance,
Waltham, Mass., led
by Brian Camenker
17
National Organization
for Marriage,
Princeton, N.J., led by
Brian Brown
18
Traditional Values
Coalition, Anaheim,
Calif., led by
Lou Sheldon
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85 COUNTRIES SIGNED ON TO
A UNITED NATIONS STATEMENT
DEFENDING LGBT RIGHTS
lowship,” a powerful network of U.S.
evangelical and political leaders, also
called “The Family.” It’s no coincidence
that Bahati is a Family member. Sharlet’s
book The Family: The Secret Fundamentalism at the Heart of American Power
reads like a Nixon-era conspiracy tale
but is solidly documented. With the
Uganda hate bill exploding, Sharlet was
invited to connect the dots on MSNBC’s
Rachel Maddow Show. His exposés,
coupled with Maddow’s serial “Uganda
Be Kidding Me” investigation, propelled
the issue into mainstream America’s
living rooms and churches.
Sharlet says tracking little churches
matters less than lobbying the megachurches. When famed evangelical
pastor Rick Warren of Saddleback
Church finally denounced the Uganda
bill, under pressure by many quarters,
that made a difference, said Sharlet.
Later U.S. embassy cables, leaked online,
showed that Bahati felt deeply betrayed.
Sharlet said players like Warren
backed away from Uganda’s “Kill the
Gays” bill for reasons having less to do
with gay rights and more with concern
about labeling LGBT people as “unAfrican” and “pro-Western” in countries
like Uganda with ethnic tensions. “They
are aware of the possibility of genocide,”
says Sharlet frankly. “They are concerned about the risk that everybody
will be killed in terms of stopping the gay
menace.”
That’s not to say pastors like Warren,
who initially balked at condemning the
Uganda bill and outwardly supported
passage of Proposition 8 in California,
aren’t also viewed as homophobic by
many LGBT activists. But Warren’s
public rhetoric on homosexuality is of
a different stripe than Lively’s. Abiding
Truth Ministries, which Lively leads,
shows up on the SPLC’s list of 18 anti-gay
U.S. “hate groups.”
In San Diego, Ogle feels the historic
gap between secular and faith groups
remains a problem. He’s been introducing LGBT groups to his colleague, Bishop
Christopher Senyonjo, who is often
78
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called Uganda’s Desmond
Tutu. But it’s been hard to get
the message across. Domestic LGBT groups are ideally
poised to serve as progressive
proxies on gay issues, but
he’s found them to be wary
of working with faith-based
groups. He also feels many
domestic LGBT groups fail
to see international work as
“their mission.”
“You have a disconnect
here,” says Ogle. “I think it’s
a real problem when people
don’t see the connection
between American-grown
homophobia and the kind
of [anti-gay] work that
[Kaoma] and Jeff Sharlet have
exposed. One of my jobs is to
convince the domestic community and LGBT groups to
take this one.”
TURNING THE TIDE?

Pressure does have an
effect. When President
Barack Obama and Secretary
of State Hillary Rodham Clinton blasted the Bahati bill
during a U.S. National Prayer
Breakfast with leaders of the
Christian right, they made
the U.S. position undeniable. In March, 85 countries
signed on to a United Nations
statement defending LGBT
rights—a big global statement. With that backdrop,
Malawi’s president pardoned
and released the LGBT couple
who tried to marry, and his
government has agreed to
improve its human rights
laws. In turn, the U.S. is
releasing the blocked $350
million of Malawi foreign aid.
While activists were
caught flat-footed in Malawi,
the movement is playing
catch-up. Here, Kaoma suggests focusing as much on the
proxy message as the messenger: Africans and faith-based
activists, he finds, embrace
“human rights” and “liberation” as core ideals, while
remaining removed from
issues like gay marriage. “We have to
tailor our message for different groups,”
he stresses, sounding like ad guru
Don Draper of Mad Men. The advice
applies to U.S. gays, too. Your average
Pride-goer may care more about getting
legally hitched than what’s going down
in Latvia or the Congo.
“I think our message is that, here in
the U.S., we need in a much greater way
to take responsibility for the exporting
of homophobia,” said Dorf, charting the
road ahead. “We also need to support
our LGBT brothers and sisters. And we
need to educate our community here, so
they can begin making the connections
and taking action.” The opportunities
for battle are plenty. But so are the lessons of Africa.

Albania, Andorra,
Argentina, Armenia,
Australia, Austria,
Belgium, Bolivia,
Bosnia-Herzegovina,
Brazil, Bulgaria,
Canada, Central
African Republic,
Chile, Colombia,
Costa Rica, Croatia,
Cuba, Cyprus, Czech
Republic, Denmark,
Dominica, Dominican
Republic, Ecuador,
El Salvador, Estonia,
Fiji, Finland, France,
Georgia, Germany,
Greece, Guatemala,
Honduras, Hungary,
Iceland, Ireland,
Israel, Italy, Japan,
Latvia, Liechtenstein,
Lithuania, Luxembourg,
Malta, Marshall Islands,
Mexico, Micronesia,
Monaco, Mongolia,
Montenegro, Nauru,
Nepal, Netherlands,
New Zealand,
Nicaragua, Norway,
Palau, Panama,
Paraguay, Poland,
Portugal, Romania,
Rwanda, Samoa,
San Marino, Serbia,
Seychelles, Sierra
Leone, Slovakia,
Slovenia, South Africa,
Spain, Sweden,
Switzerland, Thailand,
Timor-Leste, Tuvalu,
Ukraine, United
Kingdom, United States
of America, Uruguay,
Vanuatu, Venezuela,
and the Former
Yugoslav Republic of
Macedonia.

Activists, old and new, are
heeding the call. The Human
Rights Campaign and the
SPLC both had huge, unprecedented responses to recent
campaigns highlighting the
Uganda anti-gay bill. The
International Gay and Lesbian Human
Rights Commission, the longtime leader
on worldwide LGBT issues, is stepping
up its work to support LGBT activists
in Africa and Eastern Europe. A new
group, All Out, plans to use social media
to organize online, encouraged by the
pro-democracy activists in the Middle
East using Twitter to do battle. In Oakland, Calif., the Global Forum on MSM
and HIV has joined a counteroffensive
to stop fresh efforts to criminalize
HIV in Uganda, Kenya, and Lithuania.
“The same groups keep showing up and
pushing for criminalization,” said Krista
Lauer, a policy associate with the global
forum. “We have to support the activists
in Africa to lead this fight, but give them
the resources and funding they need.”

