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July 2007: the image of a brutally beaten
gay couple during clashes between Budapest Pride
participants and neo-Nazi groups makes waves
throughout the world. The 12th edition of the gay
pride parade in the Hungarian capital was the first
to witness the violence of the extreme right wing,
owing to a tensed political environment. Earlier
that year Gábor Vona, the leader of the fascist
party Jobbik had just registered the so-called
“Hungarian Guard”, the paramilitary wing of the
party, which “orchestrated a series of anti-Roma
demonstrations, including marches through the
village of Tatarszetgyorgy where violence later
took Roma lives.”1 It was one year after a secret
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audio tape of then-Prime Minister Ferenc

Gyurcsány, in which he admits lying to citizens about progress made by the economy, got public
and led to mass, violent protests in Hungary, paving the way for the second rise of illiberal Viktor
Orbán. Since 2010, for the Hungarian Government the issue of ‘traditional values’ and ‘traditional
family’ became one of the bedrocks of its illiberal regime. The 2011 Constitution defined marriage
in heterosexual terms “while implying that a family based on marriage is the only type protected
by the state,”2 and in 2017 Budapest hosted the World Congress of Families.3 These recent
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developments come after a few decades in which Hungary has been a frontliner of LGBT rights
in Central and Eastern Europe (‘CEE’). Just to give a few examples, the first officially-registered
LGBT organization in CEE, Homeros Lambda, was founded in Hungary in 1988, and civil unions
for same-sex couples were legalized as early as 2007.4
When it comes to LGBT rights, CEE countries have followed an uneven and often
surprising road. Contrary to popular belief, the region has not experienced a linear path in terms
of the advancement of LGBT rights, and intra-regional differences are considerable. If Czechia
has long been considered a champion of equal rights for sexual minorities,5 countries such as
Poland,6 Slovakia,7 Bulgaria8 or Romania9 have struggled with the issue of LGBT rights.
Moreover, the accession to the European Union (‘EU’) did not provide a uniformization of state
attitudes towards LGBT subjects. While in Romania the EU accession led to decriminalizing
homosexuality in 2001,10 in Poland the EU accession had clear negative effects on LGBT rights.
As a backlash to EU’s liberal agenda, conservative forces joined hands with the powerful Catholic
Church and blocked the advancement of gay and lesbian rights, such as legalization of civil
unions.11 Moreover, both in 2004 and 2005, the mayor of Warsaw, Law and Justice Party’s Lech
Kaczyński, banned Parada Równości, the city gay pride parade. 12 A similar move was attempted
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by Budapest authorities in 2008.13 In Romania, in 2005, the mayor of Bucharest, Adriean Videanu,
banned the proposed gay pride parade, and reversed his decision only after public backlash from
the Romanian President, Traian Băsescu.14
More recently, the CEE region has been a fertile ground for conservative movements to
advance their cause, using LGBT rights as the catalyst for bringing together groups of different
religious backgrounds.15 Indigenous movements received important support from American
Christian groups decided to block any gender and sexual liberation. 16 Croatia, Slovakia and
Romania are the most relevant examples when it comes to showcasing the recent developments in
CEE. All three cases underline the different attitudes and tools the EU has when dealing with
Member States and their attempts to ban gay marriages. In 2013, right after joining the EU,
Croatian conservative groups gathered signatures and pushed for a referendum to ban gay
marriages in the Constitution. Despite strong opposition from major party leaders, the referendum
passed with a large majority of over 65%.17 Given Croatia’s EU accession model, in which LGBT
groups were able to incorporate their activism, and their requests, as part of the larger accession
framework,18 the political elites showed stronger commitment to LGBT rights. Right after the
passing of the referendum for enshrining the ‘traditional family’ in the Constitution, the country
witnessed a strong and successful push for legalization of civil unions, granting rights to gay
couples.
In Slovakia, on the other hand, in 2015, a similar process was started, in which the socalled ‘Alliance for the Family’ gathered over 400.000 signatures in order to trigger a referendum
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on gay marriage, adoption rights and sexual education in schools.19 A fourth question concerning
recognition of any form of cohabitation for same-sex couples was rejected by the Constitutional
Court of Slovakia in 2014. Despite strong opposition from the President of Slovakia, Andrej Kiska,
both the Social-Democratic party, led by Prime Minister Robert Fico, and the Christian Democratic
Party joined forces and reviewed the Slovak Constitution via the Parliament, effectively defining
marriage in the constitutional text as the marriage between a man and a woman. The referendum
issue was not settled following this move, and Slovaks were called to vote on the aforementioned
questions. Due to a massive boycott by civil rights groups, the referendum only brought out 25%
of registered voters, not enough to pass the mandatory threshold of minimum 50%.20
When it comes to Romania, the story of the referendum to prevent the legalization of samesex marriages is far from over. Back in 2015, a group of conservative organizations formed the
Coalition for Family, whose purpose was to gather enough signatures to enshrine the heterosexual
marriage in the Constitution. In less than six months, with support from the powerful Orthodox
Church, they were able to gather 2.6 million signatures for their cause, way above the minimum
500.000 required.21 In July 2016, the Constitutional Court of Romania in a poorly motivated
judgement22 green-lighted the initiative,23 deeming it within constitutional boundaries. On May 9,
2017, the Chamber of Deputies, the lower house of the Romanian Parliament approved the
initiative to review the constitutional text with a large majority of over 70 points.24 As of now the
citizens’ initiative lays in the Romanian Senate, where a vote is expected soon. Should it pass the
Senate, the initiative ought to be once again approved by the Constitutional Court (to check the
constitutionality of eventual amendments of the initiative), and will be followed by a national
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referendum, where over 30% of registered voters must cast a valid vote in order for it to become
law.
Romania’s relationship with sexual minorities is a rather sinuous one; the country is one
of the last states in Europe to decriminalize homosexuality as late as 2001, after over three decades
of harsh penalties for engaging in homosexual acts.25 When it comes to anti-discrimination
legislation, Romania adopted in 2000 a rather progressive anti-discrimination law prohibiting
discrimination based on sexual orientation in the fields of labor force, healthcare, education,
judicial system26 and was the first state in CEE to establish an equality body with competencies in
finding and sanctioning acts of discrimination. Almost two decades later, Romania finds itself in
the position of being one of the last countries in the EU that, except protecting them from
discrimination in the public sphere, does not grant any other legal rights to same-sex couple (not
even civil unions) next to Poland, Bulgaria, Latvia, Lithuania, Slovakia.27
The issue of the referendum for ‘traditional family’ in Romania was somewhat complicated
by a recent case brought forward to the Constitutional Court concerning the legal recognition of a
gay marriage officiated outside Romania, in a EU-member state that recognizes such unions. The
Coman case was brought forward to the Constitutional Court of Romania in 2015, and concerned
the freedom of movement of EU citizens.28 Adrian Coman, a Romanian citizen married Claibourn
Hamilton, an American citizen in 2010, in Belgium. Romanian authorities refused to grant
Claibourne Hamilton residency rights, based on a ban on recognition of foreign-officiated gay
marriages from Article 277 of the 2009 Romanian Civil Code. Given the fact that the issue
concerned the EU directive on freedom of movement of EU citizens, the Constitutional Court of
Romania sent a series of questions to the Court of Justice of the European Union (‘CJEU’), 29 the
highest court regulating EU legislation, in order to clarify the meaning of the word ‘spouse’ from
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the aforementioned EU directive. In June 2018, the CJEU released its decision,30 stating that when
it comes to freedom of movement of EU citizens, the term ‘spouse’ refers also to partners who
find themselves in a legally recognized same-sex union. In July 2018, the Constitutional Court of
Romania released its own decision on the Coman case, declaring Article 277 of the Romanian
Civil Code as constitutional, as long as it respects the CJEU earlier decision.31
In all of the presented cases, of Croatia, Slovakia, and Romania, American-based
conservative groups’ involvement can be traced. Two of these groups are Alliance Defending
Freedom (‘ADF’), and Liberty Council (‘LC’), organizations involved in drafting constitutional
bans on gay marriages32 and transgender bathroom ban bills33 in a series of American states or
submitting positions to the Supreme Court of the United States in cases such as Lawrence v.
Texas,34 which completely decriminalized homosexuality in the US, or Obergefell v. Hodges,35
which legalized gay marriages throughout the US. In Europe, ADF got involved in defending in
front of the European Court of Human Rights Ireland’s ban on abortions,36 worked with Croatian
conservative groups to ban sexual education in schools, openly supported Croatia’s ban on gay
marriage referendum, submitted an amicus curiae to the Constitutional Courts of Slovakia37 and
Romania38 in the cases concerning the proposed referenda to define marriage as between a man
and a woman. As for Liberty Council, they also submitted an amicus curiae to the Constitutional
Court of Romania in the case concerning the referendum.39 In this brief, LC stated that “engaging
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in homosexual conduct is dangerous, and endorsing and subsidizing same-sex unions and treating
them as marriages is an endorsement of conduct that does not benefit society, but rather harms it
by creating irresponsible and unhealthy people.”40 Furthermore, in October 2017 LC brought
infamous Kim Davis, the US county clerk who refused to perform same-sex marriages after
Obergefell v. Hodges became the law of the land in the US, to tour Romania and convince
Romanians about the dangers of same-sex marriage.41
The literature on LGBT rights in Central and Eastern Europe stands proof to the regional
differences and nuances presented above. Some of the studies focus on the referenda taking place
in recent years,42 the ways in which EU integration affected LGBT rights,43 the different efforts to
mobilize the LGBT community on issues such as HIV,44 Pride events and the way they influence
public opinion,45 the use of transnational networks in order to advance LGBT rights, 46 the rise of
right-wing movements using LGBT rights as a catalyst,47 LGBT rights in CEE in the context of
internationalization of gay rights,48 visibility as a tool to advance the LGBT cause49 or using courts
as a means to advance equality.50
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The current issue of this journal aims to complete the current literature on LGBT rights in
CEE with new information, methodologies, and points of analysis, proving once again the
complexity and the differences among the CEE countries. Andrada Nimu’s book review of Lukasz
Szulc’s Transnational Homosexuals in Communist Poland, underlines the aforementioned
differences and goes even further, shedding light on Szulc’s thesis about the myths concerning the
CEE region, both in relationship with the socialist past and its more recent developments.
I have chosen to open this issue with a reediting of Shannon Woodcock’s excellent 2009
chapter in Robert Kulpa and Joanna Mizielinska’s De-Centering Western Sexualities, A short
history of the queer time of “post-socialist” Romania, or, Are we there yet? Let’s ask Madonna!,
a provocative and innovative analysis of the ways in which queer identity was built in Romania,
mirroring the rampant anti-Roma racism in both the Romanian society at large and the local queer
community. A strong critique of identity politics and the relationship between Europeanization
and modernization temporality, the article fits perfectly, almost like a puzzle with Nimu’s review
of Szulc’s Transnational Homosexuals, underlining the effects of homonationalism in CEE, and
particularly in Romania.
On the other hand, Viviana Andreescu’s article Sexual Minorities, Civil Rights, and
Romanians’ Resistance to Social Change, can be read mirroring her 2011 article on the same topic
of Romanians’ attitudes towards homosexuality, From Legal Tolerance to Social Acceptance:
Predictors of Heterosexism in Romania. Her in-depth analysis of the statistical data from 2015
Special Eurobarometer brings forward surprising results and will, most certainly, provide
important tools for activists and policy-makers alike.
Mihai Tarța’s The Traditional Family Versus Equal Rights Supporters Rhetoric In
Romania provides us with a much awaited look into the Coalition for Family’s relations with
transnational entities and uncovers in a systematic manner the ways in which the Christian Right
has originated and developed in Romania, using culture wars rhetoric and American-inspired
tactics. In the context of the proposed referendum for ‘traditional marriage’ in Romania the
article’s contextualization of the main processes taking place in the new Romanian social realities
represents a fresh and engaging take.
Having participated in Alice Venir’s journey towards researching the LGBT community in
Bucharest, Romania, its strategies and mobilization choices, awaiting the constitutional
referendum, I can only say that her article 2016, a Visible Year: discursive uses of visibility in
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LGBT activism in Bucharest, Romania unveils, in an original and methodologically sound manner,
a rather under-researched area, providing valuable information on the ways in which discourse is
developed, planned and performed.
Roxana Marin’s essay, Exploring Experiences of Transgender Identity Development in
Romania is one first attempt to present a missing piece from the literature, which often concentrates
on gay and lesbian’s battle for equal rights, ignoring the T from the LGBT. For sure, her essay
stands to open a conversation about transgender issues in Romania, on which future researchers
can build. Paul Golban reviews Love Through The Looking Glass: An Open Dialogue in Romania,
a book edited by Tatiana Niculescu Bran, which contains different perspectives on homosexuality
in the Romanian context. Given the novelty of the topic in the Romanian essayistic landscape,
Golban’s review is welcomed.
Finally, I would like to offer my warm greetings and thanks to the contributors, reviewers,
editors and everyone who made this much-needed number possible. Special thanks go to Diana
Neaga, for her constant guidance, Ana Maria Despoiu for her hard work and patience, and to Laura
Grünberg for her valuable input.
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