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KYRGYZSTAN

• Population 5.72 million (2013)

• Per capita GDP US$1,263 (2013)

• Between 600,000-1.5 million 
labour migrants

• Remittances 30.4% of GDP 
(2014)

• Poverty 30.6% (2014)

• Total external aid US$7.5 bln

• “Fragile” state

• Regime overthrows 2005 & 2010

• Inter-ethnic violence 2011

• Front line of “New Great Game”

• Exceptionally strong civil 
society



RESEARCH CONTEXT

Contact with LGBT activists in Kyrgyzstan since 2005

CRGS-funded project: “Mapping International Norm Diffusion 

Dynamics: The Case of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender 

Rights in Kyrgyzstan” (Jan-Dec 2013).

Overall aim to investigate how lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender 

(LGBT) rights activists in the Central Asian republic of Kyrgyzstan 

have successfully advocated for greater recognition of LGBT rights in 

a region known for intense popular and state-sponsored homophobia.

Fieldwork conducted in Bishkek, February 2013: 32 interviews with 

LGBTQA activists, human rights activists and representatives of 

international organizations & external actors

Supplemented with English- and Russian-language reports and 

publications, media coverage, online discussions, social media.



ATTITUDES TOWARDS LGBT

Popular homophobia

Political homophobia

Proposed anti-gay law

Discrimination 

• Sacking from work

• Reduced access to medical 
care

Physical violence

Corrective rape

Coerced marriage

Blackmail, harassment



LGBT ACTIVISM

1990s: some community organising, 
but non-political and focused on 
providing social support/space 
(Oasis)

2002 Gender Vektor founded

2004: Labrys founded 

2009: Kyrgyz Indigo founded

2011: Pathfinder founded

2012: TIG Tendik founded 

2012: Bishkek Feminist Collective 
SQ [Subbotnik Queer] founded

2014: Anti-gay law proposed; would 
outlaw all LGBT advocacy

http://www.labrys.kg

http://indigo.kg/

http://bishkekfeminists.wordpress.com/



DYNAMIC 1: 

EVOLVING ADVOCACY

• Community support 

• Healthcare promotion

• Shelter

• Meeting spaces

• “Survival strategies”

• Community capacity-building

• Education, trainings for community members

• Personal development

• Peer learning/interest groups

• Community advocacy

• Lobbying authorities, government (national, international)

• Hate crime monitoring, research

• Education, training for medical professionals, law enforcement

• Crisis management



DYNAMIC 2: IN/VISIBILITY

INVISIBILITY

• stigmatisation

• isolation

• pathologisation

“NORMALISATION”

• personalisation

• desexualisation

• naturalisation

• demedicalisation

HYPERVISIBILITY

• alienation

• depersonalisation

• demonisation

• disidentification

• persecution



DYNAMIC 3: 

GRANTS & GATEKEEPERS

• Grantsmanship

• Fitting with grant provider’s priorities, aims and goals

• Learning the lingo

• Finding silver linings and ways to extend scope

• Localizing training

• Grants

• Less can be more

• Big money often brings big problems

• Accountability and compliance

• Material support necessary (and relatively easily achieved), 

but not sufficient

• Gatekeepers

• Within LGBT communities

• Within local development communities

• Language, documentation, visas



DYNAMIC 4: POLITICIZATION OF 

SEXUALITY & GENDER VARIANCE

• “LGBT rights are human rights”

• special rights for harmful, immoral and alien sexual 
predators

• Western imposition and sign of cultural degradation

• LGBT human rights

• minimalist definition

• LGBT vs. queer

• “Good gays” and “bad queers”

• Wider context of gender-based violence

• Misogyny, regulation of bodies



POTENTIAL LESSONS 

• Dangers of self-selecting winners and unintended losers

• exacerbated by mainstreaming? 

• Common needs rather than common identity?

• Extent of diversity within LGBT (QUILTBAG, SOGI)

• Limits of language and labels 

• There is nothing inevitable about recognition of LGBT rights

• Viewing in isolation/as single issue increases fragility of gains, 

especially given politicisation

• Need for sustained engagement rather than quick wins

• How to manage risks to activists

• supporting vs saving


