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Peeking Out From Behind the Curtain
By Ian Reese

Introduction

Absconded by airport security to middle-of-nowhere Russia, Nikolai Alexeyev sat for several days in
early September 2010 unaware of his infractions or of his fate. Like a page from a Cold-War spy novel, the
point of his abduction was to terrorize; Alexeyev’s abductors psychologically tortured and berated him with
homophobic remarks. Nikolai Alexeyev is the leading gay rights activist in Russia and has been a twisting
thorn in the side of local and national government for several years. Upon his release, he resolved to agitate
further by leading a public demonstration to boycott the Swiss International Air Lines for its involvement in
his kidnapping. On October 4, 2010, protestors rallied in the streets of Moscow to support Alexeyev when
no recourse was taken against his kidnappers and, essentially, to exercise newfound rights. Although
members of the media nearly equaled the number of protesters, the rally symbolized progress—a distinct
break from the way things were. This particular rally was the first government-sanctioned demonstration by
the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender (LGBT) community in the Russian capital (The Moscow Times,
2010).

The fall of the Iron Curtain and dissolution of communist regimes opened Eastern Europe to the
idea of liberal democracy and to all of its trappings. It liberalized its economies, politics, and social order,
flooding many countries with as many opportunities as trials. Opportunities appeared for sexual minorities
as the prohibition of homosexuality died with the crumbling of the Soviet Union; the official Stalinist ban
on homosexuality was lifted in Russia in 1993. However, members of the Russian Duma have taken action
in the last decade to reinstate the discriminatory law; though. Ultimately, they have failed. Russia has called
itself an open democracy for nearly two decades, though it falls short in practice. The state of current
human rights for lesbians and gays” in Russia remains grim, albeit recent actions have given the cloud that
hangs over the LGBT community a silver lining.

Public Disservice

The power of assembly has engendered inclusivity for human rights, given some much needed
comfort, and brought governments to their knees. It is an integral part of healthy communities and a
foundation for democracy. The sexual revolution of the 1990s, emboldened by the advent of the Internet,
propped open the closet door for many gays and lesbians, providing opportunities to meet and associate.
The LGBT community has legally been allowed to organize and to commune since the Stalinist ban was
lifted. However, they have been forced to live in secrecy and to assemble away from the public sphere.

As previously mentioned, the government only recently sanctioned the first public demonstration of
the LGBT community in Moscow. Prior to this rally, government officials refused to allow peaceful
assembly and condemned any attempt at pride parades. The Gay Pride parade—a staple of LGBT activism
and awareness throughout the world—has never been given approval in Russia. Yuri Luzhkov, mayor of
Moscow from 1992 until his removal from office in 2010, denied permits to the Russian gay community for

4 Gay and lesbian will be often used as blanket terms to denote all members identifying as a sexual minority. This
includes men who have sex with men, women who have sex with women, bisexuals, and transgendered,

intersexed and queer persons. LGBT community and gay community will be employed interchangeably.
112



HUMAN RIGHTS & HUMAN WELFARE

the last five years of his term. His vehement opposition increased when he branded the parades ‘satanic
activity’ and called on Russians to realize the blasphemous, radical agenda being promulgated by the gay
community (The Other Russia 2010). Gay activists were not just denied the permit, which they have argued in
Russian court as their right under Russia’s constitution, but were physically brutalized by anti-gay extremist
attackers and by police who were dispersing crowds that tried to march in 2006, 2007, and 2008. Marchers
avoided direct violent conflicts in 2009 by moving the location of the parade at the last minute; although
once found, all participants were arrested. In 2010, they disbanded at the first sign of police and reemerged
to march a while longer in another part of Moscow. This blatant disregard for a basic human rights inhibits
progress on several levels, most obviously gays’ and lesbians’ ability to enter the public sphere.

“Diskriminatsia Normalnaya”

Official laws of non-discrimination, while offering protection on the basis of ‘social status’, do not
explicitly include sexual minorities or transgendered persons. Russian society at-large may afflict the LGBT
community with any number and combination of discriminatory acts without recourse. Thus, gays and
lesbians continue to live secretly throughout Russia, remaining closeted even to friends and family for fear
of persecution. Persecution takes several forms, including verbal and physical harassment, forced migration,
reparative medical treatments, and disregard for health and its necessity for a full life.

Discrimination is inherent in Russian verbiage down to the terms used for sexual minorities:
nenormalnyi (not-normal) or netraditsionnyi (non-traditional). The separateness induced by such language
affects lesbians and gays at every level of society. Harassment plagues the LGBT population in their villages
and their government. Public officials from its national legislative body—the Duma—sought to
recriminalize homosexuality within the last decade. The recently removed Mayor of Moscow, Yuri Lushkov,
described opposition to gay rights as an axiom that all Russian society should acknowledge. The Governor
of Tambov Oblast, Oleg Betin, advocated that, “Faggots must be torn apart and their pieces should be
thrown to the wind! ...This rotten nest must be wiped out!” Intolerant language like this breeds, and even
begs for, intolerant acts of physical violence.

However, the numbers for hate crimes committed against LGBT are elusive and obscured. Police
rarely denote whether a crime was motivated by hatred of gays, often having been the ones perpetrating
such crimes. Courts have failed to recognize sexual minorities as ‘social groups’ when cases of hate crimes
have been brought to criminal trials. Without safety or recourse from abuse, gays and lesbians remain
private members of their communities, never considering open acknowledgement of who they are, let alone
engaging in public displays of affection with one another. The silence perpetuates their situation to where
little empirical evidence exists to make a claim for discrimination abuses.

Silence in the field of medicine also led Russia to be one of the last-developed countries to
depathologize homosexuality when it adopted the World Health Organization’s classifications of diseases in
1999, which left homosexuality and bisexuality off the list (Kon 2010, 18). This declassification—
transgender is still considered throughout the international medical community as a mental disorder—did
little for the stigma placed on gays and lesbians by society, and by their families. National surveys
conducted by the Levada Center in 2005 revealed 31 percent of the Russian population believes
homosexuality to be a disease or caused by mental trauma (KKon 2010, 19). Reparative therapies, including
electric shock therapy, continue to be used to ‘cure’ gays and lesbians of their homosexuality. Fear of
persecution through medical treatment became the pivotal argument for a Russian lesbian, Alla Pitcherskaia,
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in a U.S. asylum case in 1999. Hers was the first case to grant asylum based on widespread reparative
therapies use, establishing the ‘well-founded fear’ necessary in such cases.

Aggressive—and unsubstantiated—treatment is not the only place in medicine negatively affecting
the rights of gays and lesbians. Social stigmatization of the LGBT community has also infringed on their
right to health (and life) by ignoring education of and treatment for the HIV/AIDS pandemic. The virus is
transmitted through bodily fluids; sexual contact has replaced intravenous drug use as the highest form of
transmission in Russia. The Executive Director of UNAIDS, Dr. Peter Piot, spoke to an assembly of
Eastern European and Central Asian Ministers on the HIV/AIDS epidemic in Moscow in 2005. He
pressed for urgent action to combat the virus that had flourished at the fall of the Soviet Union. He asks for
prevention programs and access to medical care to halt HIV/AIDS with subtext that implores attending
leaders to stop ignoring entire portions of the population. In an address a few months earlier, Dr. Piot
warned of the implausibility of containing HIV/AIDS without shifting public attitudes toward youth
sexuality, in particular, homosexuality. However, altering a society’s norms and morals is no simple task.

Russian society is deeply entrenched in Orthodox Christianity. It maintained a large underground
presence even during the Soviet era, where the state replaced religion and where communism replaced God.
Church leaders use their clout today to admonish gays and lesbians and condemn them as destroyers of
Russian society. Youth Orthodox organizations have responded to the October 2010 European Court of
Human Rights” (ECHR) decision with unflagging commitment to overturn the ruling and to perpetuate the
hostile environment for gays and lesbians. Orthodox organizations and leaders have railed against the
parades and public activism, calling gays abnormalities and threatening violence if demonstrations were to
take place. Clashes with members of Orthodox organizations when gay activists try to demonstrate have
occurred repeatedly in the last five years. The Russian gay community seems finished with covert
organization and accepting intolerance and violations of basic human rights.

Future Outlook

The public sphere is where exposure to, and eventually personal contact with, gays and lesbians has
proven to curb homophobia and to increase the acceptance of the LGBT community. Russian gays and
lesbians have only recently gained a small presence in the public sphere. In 2010, Mayor Luzhkov was
removed by President Dmitry Medvedev amidst speculation that his removal from power went further than
disagreement with the Kremlin. Some suspect that the Russian federal government finally saw his
outspoken hatred of gays as unfavorable on the world stage. The recent ECHR ruling, legal demonstration
and change in government forecasts Russia’s movement towards secured rights for the gay community.
They have just begun to peek out from behind that iron curtain.
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Annotation: In his book, Healy conveys the most comprehensive account of homosexuality in
Russia from about 1870 to 1991. He mostly explores medical and legal documents from Tsarist and
Soviet Russia to examine the attitudes toward gays, lesbians and other dissenting sexual/gender
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innocent in a tripartite 'geography of perversion' between the corrupt, neurasthenic West and the
depraved East. His account critically reveals a psyche that lingers in modern Russian attitudes
toward the LGBT community.
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take a proactive stance on fighting the spread of HIV, particularly in creating accessibility to HIV
treatment and medical care. His speech is for specific audiences who often have trouble hearing
criticisms or touching on taboos. Without condemning or judging, Piot provides a comprehensive
strategy to slowing, if not halting, the HIV/AIDS epidemic.

"Russia Extended Oral Statement." 2010. Paper read at International Women's Rights Action Watch Asian

Pacific, 46th Session. Available online: http://www.iwraw-
ap.org/resources/pdf/46 oral statements/Russia Extended Oral Statement DRAFT.pdf.

Annotation: In this draft of a statement to an International Women's Rights Action Watch forum,
the speaker discusses discrimination particular to rural women, lesbians, bisexual women and
transgender people in Russia. The author condemns the Russian government's indifference to
discrimination against women and LGBT people, citing poor healthcare, the absence of anti-
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Stulhofer, Aleksandar, and Theo Sandfort. 2005. Sexuality and Gender in Postcommunist Fastern Furope

120

and Russia. New York: Haworth Press.

Annotation: Doctors Stulhofer and Sandfort are prominent figures in sociological studies of
sexuality and gender. In this book, the authors comprehensively evaluate the social constructs that
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