






















INTERNATIONAL CAMPAIGNERS TOOLKIT - 11

CASE STUDY 2:
Family Campaigners (Belarus)

Still from #stophateby  
Credit: Dotyk - www.youtube.com/watch?v=Xb89ErLtuvw

For two years Dotyk worked closely with a peer support group for parents of LGBTQ people at their 
LGBTQ community centre. What started as a meeting space allowing parents to pose questions to, 
and better understand their LGBTQ children, became the inspiration for the #stophateby campaign 
implemented by Dotyk in cooperation with Journalists for Tolerance.

At the end of 2017, Dotyk engaged with five relatives of LGBTQ people ready to speak out on behalf of their families. Although initially 
worried the relatives would back out due to widespread anti-LGBTQ sentiment, Dotyk and Journalists for Tolerance were able to shoot a 
series of video interviews and write supporting articles as part of the #stophateby campaign against homophobia and hate speech.

The response was surprising. 

Expecting a negative backlash from the media, much of the coverage was in fact described as neutral in their reporting of the campaign 
– no publications insulted the campaign. The video interviews themselves received over 200,000 views and the articles got more social 
media ‘likes’ than ‘dislikes’.  While negative comments were still common, it was clear that people were listening to the stories of these 
relatives. When asked why the stories of family members seemed to generate less negative attention than LGBT people themselves, a 
representative of Dotyk said: ‘No matter how homophobic or biased [a commenter] is, there are less reasons to attack parents as compared 
to when they direct their assault toward LGBTIQ people…’.

To promote the campaign, Dotyk and Journalists for Tolerance held a public presentation of the videos inviting 30 organisations and 
journalists from across Belarus to hear in-person accounts of those engaged with the project. The family members described their 
processes of acceptance and their difficulty in witnessing their loved ones being discriminated against due to their sexual orientation or 
gender identity. Nominated by the Office of European Expertise and Communication (OEEC) for best civil campaign of the year, #stophateby 
won with its positive, emotional and simple message that love can overcome hate.
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CHAPTER 2:  
REACTING AND RECLAIMING

Introduction
Often campaigns require time and planning before significant action can take place, but in some 
cases new threats require immediate action. LGBT campaigners in the region often expect 
backlash from opponents on the far right, but sometimes it is not direct antagonism they face, but 
rather, more subtle forms of censorship by local government or religious authorities. The case 
studies in this chapter explore how campaigners have responded creatively to attempts to silence 
communities and restrict public space claims.

For example, in Armenia, campaigners effectively tackled censorship of LGBT content in film and on billboards, leading to more positive 
visibility for LGBT issues. Or in Kyrgyzstan, where government censors unknowingly gave LGBT organisations the tool to create a new 
symbol to rally around.

In responding to censorship, LGBT groups are also expanding their fight and making these silencing acts about freedom of speech and 
expression, rather than discrimination against LGBT people. Again, this secures a wider reach to non-LGBT audiences. By reacting and 
reclaiming spaces, LGBT organisations are refusing to be silenced, and are pushing for sustainable safe spaces.

CHAPTER 2: REACTING AND RECLAIMING
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CASE STUDY 1:
Listen to Me (Armenia)
In Listen to Me: Untold Stories Beyond Hatred, one of the subjects states: ‘It is not foreign for me to 
respect you and for you to respect me’.

Listen to Me is a documentary by Pink Armenia depicting ten representatives of the LGBT community in Armenia that agreed to come 
out in the open and talk about their experiences in front of the camera. Originally scheduled to play at the 2017 Golden Apricot Yerevan 
International Film Festival – an annual film festival held in Yerevan, Armenia – the documentary was withdrawn from the festival because 
of its LGBT content, reportedly due to pressure from the Armenian Church. Pink Armenia also noted that Listen to Me was not the only 
LGBT-themed film that was withdrawn from the festival. The screening of Apricot Groves, an Armenian-Iranian fictional film was also 
stopped.

Refusing to be silenced, Pink Armenia quickly organised parallel screenings of the film, online petitions, a public demonstration and media 
debates during the Golden Apricot festival. Engaging with filmmakers, anti-censorship campaigners and patrons of the film festival, Pink 
Armenia framed the removal of the documentary as not only an LGBT issue, but also a problem of free speech. The aim was to reach 
people who are not active LGBT rights supporters, but do care about free speech and censorship; prompting them to act on behalf of an 
issue that deeply impacts the LGBT community, as well as everyone else. The campaign drew comparisons to the treatment of the famous 
Armenian and bisexual film director Sergei Parajanov who was repeatedly persecuted and imprisoned by the Soviet Union for his politics, 
art and sexuality. This individual case connected issues of sexual orientation with those of highly politicised state censorship, in a way 
which would resonate with broader audiences.

Pink Armenia’s swift response brought local and international attention to this act of suppression, which ultimately led to the amplification 
of the voices intended to be censored by the Church and anti-LGBT groups. Pink Armenia’s campaign has since prompted a broader 
discussion about the Armenian film industry and brought a wider understanding of Armenian LGBT lived experiences into public view.

Still from Listen to Me.  
Credit: Pink Armenia -  
www.youtube.com/watch?v=bFMgzclB9po
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Photos from White Square. Credit: Kyrgyz Indigo

CASE STUDY 2:
White Square (Kyrgyzstan)

LGBT civil society organisation Kyrgyz Indigo and other members of the LGBT community secretly 
went in the middle of the night to paint pro-LGBT messages such as ‘we exist’ and ‘families are 
different’ around the capital city of Bishkek. Garnering media attention for this public declaration 
from the LGBT community, the government reacted by painting over them to cover the positive 
messages of love and solidarity.

Enter the white square.

Initially used by the local government as a tool to censor the LGBT community, the white square of paint that was the result of covering 
the messages was quickly reclaimed by activists as a symbol of LGBT people in Kyrgyzstan refusing to be silenced. This was a particularly 
compelling tactic because it could resonate with LGBT people and other minorities who have had to reclaim symbols and words of hate. 
One extremely powerful example of this, that certain audiences might draw parallels with, is the reclamation (and inversion) of the pink 
triangle used to identify LGBT people in Nazi Germany by early gay liberation activists.

What is unique about the white square is that it is a distinctly Kyrgyz symbol. As Kyrgyz Indigo and the larger Kyrgyz LGBT movement 
continue campaigning around this symbol, more people are learning what it means within the community and its visibility is growing as 
a result. More than 1,000 people in the LGBT community in and around Bishkek as well as those people reached through online platforms 
now know that when they see a white square, it is content that will recognise and validate them as an LGBT person. As one activist said, 
‘This will be ours’.

CHAPTER 2: REACTING AND RECLAIMING
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Words Hurt poster. 
Credit: Insight

CASE STUDY 3:
Words Hurt (Ukraine)
‘The language of hostility is a statement that supports or justifies the hatred of a group of people.’ 
http://stop-hate.in.ua/

Walking around Kyiv in October 2017, many people would have been struck by images scattered on billboards around the city, of people 
emotionally shouting while insects crawl out of their mouths. These images were part of the Words Hurt campaign which features striking 
images showing how painful racist, sexist and homophobic language is.

Developed by the LGBT organisation Insight, Words Hurt is a response to the use of violent language in everyday life. Insight’s creative 
approach was to show something so shocking that people passing by the billboards would remember it and search for information on it.

Interestingly, their approach to tackling forms of racist, sexist and homophobic hate speech at the same time proved difficult. In Ukraine, social 
attitudes generally accept sexist and anti-LGBT language as normal, however racism is more widely acknowledged as unacceptable. As we’ve 
seen in other campaigns, intersectional approaches are strategically employed to reach a wider audience. In Words Hurt the audiences were 
not as ready to make the connection through the general social ‘understanding’ that racist language was hurtful, but sexist and anti-LGBT 
language wasn’t. It did however, reach 25,000 people online and offline, planting the seeds for future campaigns.

While Insight plans on a slightly different approach in the future, Words Hurt’s success has provided a platform for the campaign to continue in 
counteracting violent communication for marginalised communities in Ukraine.

CHAPTER 2
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CASE STUDY 4:
Happiness for Everyone? (Armenia)
In 2017, LGBTI organisation Pink Armenia wanted to build a platform for public discussion around 
the themes of ‘love’ and ‘happiness’ for everyone.

To achieve this, they organised a campaign aimed at raising awareness and promoting acceptance of LGBTI people through social media 
posts. Having no access to public television, Pink Armenia started by sharing a series of short videos online appealing to these themes. 
However, concerned they were only reaching a narrow audience, they negotiated a deal with a local advertising company to put posters on 
billboards around the centre of Yerevan – something that hadn’t been done before.

Pink Armenia wanted to target the portion of the Armenian population which doesn’t have access to the internet, as well as people just 
passing by. For three days, the billboards were up and displayed messages in the streets of the capital, such as: ‘Do you want everyone 
to be happy? Then wish us happiness’; ‘LGBT people are not invisible, you see them everywhere’; and ‘Trans people are a part of our 
society’. After three days the local municipal government banned the posters and promptly removed them, claiming organisers didn’t have 
permission to put them up in the first place. According to organisers, municipal authorities not only banned any further publication of the 
posters, they also warned other advertising companies not to work with Pink Armenia, using threats regarding future business problems.

Although the desired effect of banning the posters was to silence the LGBTI community, Pink Armenia was able to bring more attention 
to and visibility for the LGBTI community because of the restrictions than if the billboards had just been left alone. In their response, 
the group submitted a claim to the Administrative Court of Armenia to challenge the municipal government on grounds of freedom of 
expression and anti-discrimination – a case that could bring real, sustainable, long-term change for the LGBTI community in a very different 
way than the intended impact of the poster campaign. In the first hearing, the representative of the municipal government was obliged to 
provide proof on how, and on what legal basis, the demand to remove the posters had been presented, and to show that their action had 
no discriminatory intent. The next hearing is in March 2018.

Still from Listen to Me.  
Credit: Pink Armenia
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CHAPTER 3: 
COMMUNITY MOBILISATION

Introduction
Community mobilisation is about bringing people together in pursuit of a shared goal, and usually 
involves the creation of new, safe community spaces. This is not always easy, especially in 
contexts where physical as well as verbal violence is a regular threat for LGBT people. For many 
organisations in the region, building community within LGBT groups is the first priority before trying 
to reach out to potential allies in hostile environments. Not only are strong and diverse communities 
essential for campaigning, they can also be an end in themselves.

As the case studies here demonstrate, even when legislation might be in place to protect marginalised communities, securing safe spaces 
for LGBT communities is still a major challenge. For example, in Ukraine, one of the few countries in the region to have held a pride march, 
Kyiv Pride organisers have had to work carefully to ensure the state acts to ensure space for pride marches.

While social media and other forms of online communication allow LGBT organisations to mobilise more effectively, the risks around 
this are still high. All of this said, many local LGBT organisations remain optimistic they will get more safe meeting spaces, marches and 
demonstrations in the future. As one LGBT campaigner said of the upcoming Kyiv Pride 2018, this year, ‘It will be bigger and better’.

CHAPTER 3
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Photo of Kyiv Pride 
Credit: Kyiv Pride

CASE STUDY 1:
Kyiv Pride (Ukraine)
Founded in 2012, Kyiv Pride began at a time where there was a spike in anti-LGBTI sentiment 
provoked by ultranationalist and far-right religious groups, as well as Ukraine’s first draft law to 
prevent ‘homosexual propaganda’ that was introduced in late 2012.

Five years later, a lot has changed. 

Initially this Pride was a small, private event for safety and security reasons. In 2018, Kyiv Pride is expecting a large public march, but the path 
to this point has not been easy. In 2015, there was a total refusal from local authorities and police to cooperate with Kyiv Pride organisers. 
Unexpectedly, last minute high-level support came from Ukrainian President, Petro Poroshenko, who said publicly that it was a constitutional 
right for Ukrainians to be able to participate in Pride. While this statement opened space for the march to occur the next day, the 300 
participants – flanked by police on all sides – were attacked by far-right protesters, resulting in almost 20 people being injured, including a 
police officer who suffered near fatal injuries.

Since then, Kyiv Pride organisers have been able to liaise more effectively with police officers and relevant policy-makers due to their efforts to 
develop an appropriate security strategy around the march, and for community visibility within it.  This year, the head of the patrol police has 
already asked Kyiv Pride to provide training and workshops to the police force on LGBT issues and equality. With 5,000 people from all over 
Ukraine and Europe expected to attend Kyiv Pride 2018, the increased openness and willingness of police and local officials to cooperate is an 
example of how much progress it has made in the last few years.

The evolution of Kyiv Pride reflects the changes happening in Ukrainian society for the LGBTI community. According to Kyiv Pride, 90 per 
cent of Ukrainian people think they don’t know anyone who is LGBTI, but their work mobilising communities through awareness raising and 
education of target audiences, including the media and police forces, is gradually undoing this perception. Kyiv Pride’s growing persistence 
and presence is proof that community-based events are still one of the most effective ways for furthering social change.
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CASE STUDY 2:
Against Violence (Georgia)

Despite a degree of success achieved in recent years, LGBTI communities represent one of the most 
marginalised, least visible and discriminated against groups in Georgia. Even with the adoption of the 
Law on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination in 2014, social attitudes have been slow to follow 
legislative change. Anti-LGBT violence is also a very pervasive problem in the country. 

In 2013, a small group of LGBTI rights campaigners were attacked by thousands of protestors backed by the Georgian Orthodox Church, 
during a rally organised to contest activists’ actions for the International Day Against Homophobia, Biphobia, and Transphobia (IDAHOBIT) 
on May 17. The violent attack resulted in the injury of 17 people. It provoked unprecedented international media coverage and marked a 
key moment in the history of the Georgian LGBTI movement – for a start, public demonstrations for IDAHOBIT did not happen again for four 
years.

In the lead up to May 17 in 2017, four LGBTQI organisations – Equality Movement, Women’s Initiative Supporting Group, Identoba and LGBTQI 
Association TEMIDA – focused their work on one collaborative campaign to stop an attack from happening again: Against Violence.

This show of solidarity within the LGBTQI community for IDAHOBIT included a social media campaign that ran the month before a planned 
public demonstration, where videos, posters and photographs were shared across Facebook and Instagram across all of the organisations 
networks. Aimed at active social media users aged 18 to 45, the posts displayed stories of discrimination LGBTQI people in Georgia had 
faced.

The organisation of the public demonstration involved many difficult conversations, as organisers pressed the government for a guarantee 
of safety during the event. Through concerted action from the four organisations, and following the success of the social media campaign, 
the local government reluctantly supported the event and 400 LGBTQI activists – along with their family members – were able to gather 
and protest against the violence the LGBTQI community faces.

The Against Violence campaign was unique in that it represented several firsts in Georgia. One, it was the first time the four LGBTQI 
organisations had worked together on a single campaign; two, it was the first time a campaign covered multiple regions outside of the capital 
of Tbilisi – including Kutaisi and Batumi, and; three, it was the first LGBTQI public demonstration in the centre of the city since the attack in 
2013. The campaign’s success was apparent from the over 20,000 comments on video and photo materials from their Facebook page, as well 
as the increased visibility in the Georgian media, that began to cover cases of anti-LGBTQI violence and discrimination.

While the LGBTQI community still faces considerable violence based on sexual orientation and gender identity, the successful 
demonstration on IDAHOBIT 2017 showed that community mobilisation and organisational collaboration can create safe spaces for LGBTQI 
people.

Photo from IDAHOBIT demonstration  
Credit: Dato Naskidashvili
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LOOKING TO THE FUTURE
Whatever the campaign approach – storytelling, reacting and reclaiming, and community 
mobilisation – LGBT rights campaigners are making progress in Eastern Europe, Central Asia, and 
the Caucasus. 

So where do campaigns go from here?

Hostile legal contexts, violent social environments and a lack of resources remain challenges for the LGBT community, but the quick 
actions of campaigners refusing to be silenced gives voice, not only to the LGBT community, but often to other marginalised groups as 
well. These responses are strengthened by appeals to a broader human rights approach, and the continued growth of digital tools which 
help LGBT organisations to reach and mobilise a wider audience than ever before.

The fight for LGBT equality is far from over. As campaigning continues to evolve in new and creative ways, we all have a role to play in 
supporting the LGBT campaigners who are driving and leading change around the world.
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