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ARGENTINA, MEXICO CITY & COUNTING...
WHY & HOW LATIN AMERICA IS MOVING AHEAD s srcernes

arriage equality is now a reality in
parts of Latin America — Argentina
and Mexico City, the largest city in the

region — thanks to the efforts of lesbian, gay, bi-
sexual and transgender groups there. Their gains
were made in what seems to be the unlikeliest
of places: Latin America is rife with homophobia,
Roman Catholic bishops and a very full closet.

A new collection of writings about LGBT politics
in the region helps explain how progress was
possible ... and why so many challenges still
remain. It also gives what may be some valu-
able lessons to LGBT groups in the United
States. “The Politics of Sexuality in Latin
America: A Reader on Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual
and Transgender Rights,” the first-ever English-
language reader on LGBT politics in Latin
America, comes none too soon.

The book is a broad mix — an interview with
LGBT activist Mariela Castro (the daughter of

Cuba’s current president), a piece on gay and
lesbian electoral activism in Brazil and Mexico,
another on Internet organizing, and lots more.
Contributing writers include scholars, activists,
analysts, politicians, even a judge.

The book starts out with a fascinating look at

the comparative politics of sexuality across Latin
America — from organized religion (and its ambi-
guity) to political allies (where's the Left?) to the
role of LGBT youth (nearly all of them at home
and in the closet). It was written by the book’s
editors, Javier Corrales, an associate professor of
political science at Amherst College, and Mario
Pecheny, a professor of political science at the
University of Buenos Aires.

Equality magazine caught up with Corrales — a
member of HRC's monthly giving Partners
program — after he spoke at the Inter-American
Dialogue, a Washington think tank, upon the
book’s release. Excerpts of our interview follow.

EQUALITY: Lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgen-

der groups in Latin America have made remark-

able political strides recently — even though the

region, as you describe it, is marked by “profound
homophobia.”

CORRALES: We tend to have two images of
Latin America, neither of which is fully accurate
anymore. One is the idea that the region is inflex-
ibly ultra-conservative. This is less true today.
Almost every Spanish-speaking country in the
region and Brazil has introduced some piece of
legislation that advances LGBT rights or protects
LGBT citizens from some form of discrimination.
And this progress of the last decade culminated
earlier this year when Argentina and Mexico City
approved gay marriage and adoptions. These
moves extended gay rights to almost 49 million
people. This is huge. However, the image that
the region is a gay paradise, often seen in gay
travel magazines, is also inaccurate. There are
countries and regions where the advances are
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very timid, if any, and where levels of homopho-
bia and hate crimes are high relative to other
democracies.

EQUALITY: Who knew that as far back as

1821, Brazil created laws that decriminalized
homosexuality ... followed in the 1880s by four
other Latin American countries? And yet, Mexico
City shut down every gay bar in 1959, Cuba
incarcerated gay people in the mid-1960s and
so on. Was there a “Stonewall” moment in Latin
America?

CORRALES: In the 1970s, when the time would
have been right for a Latin Stonewall to happen,
most social movements were perhaps concerned
with other, arguably more urgent matters — fight-
ing repression by autocratic governments or
fighting poverty. However, one could argue that
most countries have had an LGBT pride march
at some point in the 1990s. These marches start
out small, but they are very visible and generate
enormous public debate, often for the first time
ever in that particular country. One could argue
that these gay marches, the initial ones, are
proxy Stonewalls. Or some might argue that the
onslaught of the AIDS epidemic in the 1980s,
which affected the region profoundly and led to
some of the most visible forms of political activ-
ism by LGBT or LGBT-friendly groups, consti-
tuted the region’s real Stonewalls.

EQUALITY: Argentina permits both marriage
equality and same-sex adoptions. One reason it
was able to do so, you say, is due to separation of
church and state — unlike Mexico and Colombia,
where there are strong links between the ruling
party and the ultra-conservative Opus Dei, or
unlike the connections between the Republican
Party and far-right evangelical groups in the
United States. Can you talk about that?

CORRALES: Most importantly, there is separation
of state and party. This latter point is what distin-
guishes Argentina from so many other countries
in Western democracies, where there usually is

a party or a set of parties with strong links with a
church or church group. In Latin America, some
of these church—party links date back to the
19th century, such as the Conservative parties

in Colombia and Uruguay. Other links date back
to the mid-20th century, such as the Christian
Democrats in Chile, Venezuela or Costa Rica. In
Central America and the Caribbean, parties have
developed strong links with evangelical groups,
as has the Republican Party in the United States.
Parties that have strong links with churches, or
which try to draw support from church groups,
tend to be unwilling to challenge the churches on
the issue of LGBT rights. Argentina is relatively
exceptional for Latin America in that its largest
parties have had a long tradition of secularism.

EQUALITY: Marriage equality in Argentina

was also made possible by President Cristina
Fernandez's decision to take the risk of backing
the bill. And while there may be different reasons
why she did so, she did it. A historic and gutsy
move. Will we see more of that?

CORRALES: | hope we do, but I'm not too opti-
mistic about it. The reason is that the churches’
officialdom, in most countries now, has decided
to fight LGBT marriage and adoption rights

with renewed vigor, and it's not clear to me that
there will be many presidents out there willing to
take on the churches on this issue. The political
gain, in terms of votes gained, seem miniscule
relative to the immensity of the fight with the
churches. Perhaps I'm wrong, but even the most
left-wing presidents in the region have ultimately
been hesitant on this topic, bowing to religious
pressure.

EQUALITY: In your book, you underscore how
the closet remains a very comfortable place to
be in Latin America, particularly for many in the
upper-income brackets — much more so than in
the United States.

CORRALES: This is a serious political problem.
Many studies show that in Latin America, espe-

cially in the middle and upper classes, men and
women are socially allowed to stay in the closet
— double lives are tolerated by peers, as long

as a minimum degree of discretion is observed.
Many members of the professional class stay in
the closet, depriving LBGT movements of both
visible members and potential leaders. The more
celebrities and professionals come out in any giv-
en society, the more a country can become used
to the idea that being LBGT is neither freaky nor
dysfunctional.

EQUALITY: Are young people getting involved in
pushing for change?

CORRALES: LGBT movements in Latin America,
as everywhere, are populated by many young
people. Are the region’s LGBT movements at-
tracting as many young people as one would
expect, given levels of economic development,
schooling and urbanization? No. One reason is
that many young folks in Latin America, those

in the 18-24 age group, still live in their original
households .... Having such a large percent-
age of young people living at home, sometimes
as high as 90 percent, is a problem because
homophobia begins at home in all societies. And
Latin America is no exception. B
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Author and professor Javier Corrales, an HRC member

“THIS IS A SERIOUS POLITICAL PROBLEM. MANY STUDIES SHOW THAT
IN LATIN AMERICA, ESPECIALLY IN THE MIDDLE AND UPPER CLASSES,
MEN AND WOMEN ARE SOCIALLY ALLOWED TO STAY IN THE CLOSET

— DOUBLE LIVES ARE TOLERATED BY PEERS, AS LONG AS A MINIMUM
DEGREE OF DISCRETION IS OBSERVED.”
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