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Is Asia ready for the Rainbow? – The Challenges, Changes and the Future of the LGBT+
Community from East to South Asia
“India decriminalizes homosexuality”1 and “Brunei stoning punishment for gay sex”2
were both headlines of the past year. Often times, religion is used as a reason for intolerance and
discrimination against the LGBT+ community in Asia. However, albeit my limited
understanding of religion, I learned from the religious site visits and dialogue during the Temple
of Understanding internship program that the basis for all religions is oneness and love, not
segregation and hatred. As a queer Asian from Hong Kong myself, I am determined to find out
the root causes of the challenges, recent changes and trends, and the future outlook of the
LGBT+ community, in the context of East, Southeast, and South Asia.

The Challenges of the “3Cs” – Colonialism, Confucianism, Church
Although there are many root causes of intolerance towards the LGBT+ community in
Asia, the main ones can be summarized into the three Cs: Colonialism, Confucianism, and
Church (Catholicism, Protestantism, and Christianity).
While a clear causal and effect relationship cannot be applied to colonialism and the
criminalization of LGBT+ activity, there is certainly a strong correlation. In particular, more than
half of the 71 countries where homosexuality is illegal were former British colonies or
protectorates.3 This is mainly due to the fact that the 1860s British Empire was heavily
influenced by Christian values when drafting penal codes for its Empire.4 As a result, many
Asian countries such as Singapore, where the colonial-era penal code section 377A criminalizing
sex between consenting adult men, still remains to this day.5 Although Section 377A is not
actively enforced, many LGBT+ Singaporeans reported that it increases stigma and bullying as
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students at public schools are taught that homosexuality is illegal.6 Moreover, a study in 2012
found that 60.2% of LGBT+ individuals in Singapore had homophobic or transphobic
experiences, and that they had a significantly higher risk of mental health issues.7
Another strong influence on attitudes towards the LGBT+ community is Confucianism.
Confucianism is not a religion, but a way of life that is interwoven into the Chinese social fabric.
8

In particular, the importance of filial piety9 is stressed, and failing to have children is one of the

most unfilial acts of all, according to Mencius.10 In China, although homosexuality is not
criminalized, there is immense pressure to marry and produce offspring to continue the family
heritage, especially for men. Consequently, this leads to over 90% of gay men in China marrying
women without disclosing their sexual orientation, leading to adultery and unhappiness.11
Additionally, as China was the “Middle Kingdom” in the Asia region for almost 5000 years, the
Confucian sphere of influence extends out to Japan, Korea, Vietnam, Cambodia, and more.
Lastly, affiliations with the Church lead to less tolerant attitudes towards LGBT+ issues.
According to the Pew Research Center, the acceptance of homosexuality is higher where
“religion is less central in people’s lives”.12 This is particularly true in South Korea, where
Protestants, Christians, and Catholics make up the majority of those with religious affiliations.13
South Korea has one of the most passionate anti-LGBT hate groups, namely the Korean
Churches Anti-LGBT Response Committee.14 The story of the South Korean ex-gay pastor,
Jonah Lee, encapsulates the transition of homosexuality from being a non-issue to an “existential
threat” to religious leaders.15 The emergence of the US as South Korea’s most important ally and
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economic power since the Korean War had the Koreans “adopt the religion of the powerful”, as
they wanted religion to give them the power the West had.16 Protestant churches grew
exponentially in parallel with South Korea’s economy, as a part of the “prosperity gospel” that
preached faith would be rewarded by wealth.17 Therefore, adopting the 1950s American religious
values, which were largely homophobic, is such a crucial part of the Korean identity and
nationalism, fuelling the fervent hate against the LGBT+ community.

The Breakthroughs from the “3Cs” – What we can learn from them
Despite the many challenges the region is still facing, there have been some major
breakthroughs from the “three Cs” over the past few years, notably the achievements from India,
Taiwan, and the Philippines.
Starting with India, the largest former British colony, headlines were made as they
repealed section 377A of the colonial penal code last September.18 Similar to Singapore, the
Victorian-era anti-sodomy law was imposed as a direct result of British colonialism, banning
behavior that would have otherwise be accepted in their culture.19 Many attribute the success to
the strong democratic tradition and the role of the Indian Supreme Court – it took numerous
petitions, failed court cases, and the trend of relatively liberal rulings, for the Court to reinterpret
the language of 377A.20 Precisely, the Court went beyond the scope of gay sex and focused on
the broader concept of humanity and the Court’s role to protect individual rights, and even
apologized for the past mistreatment of the Indian LGBT+ community.21 This highlights the
importance of a democratic atmosphere with freedom of speech, and a strong judicial system, in
achieving the first milestone in post-colonial societies.
Moving westwards to Taiwan, they were the first country to legalize same-sex marriage
in Asia, despite strong Confucian roots. The end of Chiang Kai-shek’s military dictatorship in
1975 paved the way for democratic thoughts and political changes in the 1980s, allowing issues
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relating to gender and sexuality to be openly discussed in the public.22 Today, under the
multi-party democracy, LGBT+ issues are widely discussed, especially among the youth. To
them, having a more liberal stance on LGBT+ also distinguishes themselves from the People’s
Republic of China’s conservative policies.23 Hence, one of the main reasons behind this
landmark ruling was its strong youth movement – since the Sunflower Student Movement of
2014, Taiwanese youth was empowered to drive progressive social changes, including on having
marriage equality like the West.24 Moreover, Taiwan’s oldest LGBT group, Hotline, takes a very
different approach in advocacy compared to its counterparts in the region. While the lesbian,
gay, bisexual, and transgender communities usually advocate separately in other Asian countries,
they share the same office in Hotline. In addition, their strategy is to work with and support other
activists beyond LGBT+ issues, such as environmental and human rights, to garner support
based on reciprocity.25 This echoes the sentiment of SDG17: Partnership for the Goals, as local,
national, and regional collaboration is key to Taiwan’s success in legalizing same-sex marriage.
Last but not least, the country with the largest Catholic population in Asia, the
Philippines, surprisingly has a high tolerance for the LGBT+ community. In fact, according to
the Pew Research Center, Philippines appears to be the strongest outlier when measuring the
correlation between religiosity and “percentage of homosexuality acceptance” in the general
public.26 This can be attributed to its culture of bakla, a Tagalog word that roughly translates to
the Filipino third gender, denoting the practice of male cross-dressing. Bakla can be heterosexual
or homosexual and is meant to be a looser term that encompasses the LGBTQIA+ spectrum.
Similar to hijra in India, the core of this word lies in the recognition of gender fluidity,
corresponding to the fact that Tagalog does not use limited gendered pronouns.27 As “language
shapes the way we think”, Filipinos’ view on gender and sexuality are more progressive than
most predominantly Catholic countries with restrictions in language as well.
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Riding the Momentum: What is the Future of LGBT+ in Asia?
As lesbian Filipino activist Ging Cristobal said, “We are tolerated, but not accepted.
Tolerated is more of, ‘We have to endure you... but only up to here.’” Even in places where the
LGBT+ community is more tolerated, there is still a long way to go from being truly accepted in
Asian societies with strong Confucian and colonial roots, and influences from the Church.
The first thing the international community needs to recognize is that LGBT+ rights are
the same as fundamental human rights. Bruce Knotts, the co-chair of the UN NGO Committee
on Human Rights, has famously said in a human rights forum held in Taipei, that these issues
pertaining human rights “should never be put to a vote”.28 Therefore, the international
community should respond to threats to LGBT+ rights like any other allegation of human rights
violations – political and economic pressure is needed on governments that still criminalize
homosexuality. Moreover, it is not only important for progressive countries like the United
Kingdom to set an example for the others, but also to acknowledge the role of colonialism and
take historical responsibility, which they have done so.29
Governments also need to be at the forefront of social change; simply waiting for public
opinion to abruptly support the LGBT+ community will never lead to social change. For
example, Singaporean Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong said in a BBC interview that “if I
remove it [section 377A], it will not remove the problem.” It is, unfortunately, true, but if
governments do not lead the way in repealing the law as a symbol of change, there will never be
an open discussion about LGBT+ for all parties to express their opinions. As we learned from
Taiwan, having an open and honest discussion among society is key to progress in LGBT+
rights. But if homosexuality is still a criminal offense, how would these conversations ever be
not treated as a taboo topic in Singapore? For social attitudes to change, we need dialogue, and
governments have the responsibility to create such a space where free speech is unimpeded.
As for LGBT+ activists, learn from your Taiwanese peers and collaborate with other
activists. No matter if you are a human rights or an environmental activist, we are all striving
towards progressive social change and the betterment of society. Especially in Asian
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democracies, strength in numbers is a great incentive for governments to take action, and to
increase general public awareness. To LGBT+ individuals, keep your head up and keep being
yourself. Have faith in society and humanity that you will be accepted. For those who are out,
share your stories to inspire and give strength to those who are closeted. For allies of the LGBT+
community, remind the community that they are not alone in this fight for basic human rights.
Ride the momentum of recent progressive changes and initiate discussions with friends and
family; create open dialogues where all sides could express their views freely. The momentum of
reinterpreting and reevaluating the three Cs will guide us to the right path.

To conclude, there is no such thing as when “time is ripe”. Personally, as a queer Asian
who will soon be living in Singapore, I am afraid of what the future holds. However, I have hope
that societal attitudes would change, and I have faith that I could make a difference by joining
LGBT+ movements in my community, to facilitate open discourse on gender and sexuality
issues. Most importantly, it is time to remind our society, now full of animosity and conflict, that
love is at the heart of humanity. Now is our time to fight for fundamental human rights, because
at the end of the day, love is love.

Special thanks to Bruce Knotts, for giving me courage and inspiration, and my mother, who
supports and loves me unconditionally.
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