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As of summer 2020, the “restoration of natural order” 
is back on the agenda of many alt-right movements 
across the world, and “unnatural” sexual orientations 
and behaviors are still condemned to imprisonment, 
corporal punishment, and even the death penalty in 
over seventy countries.

The Against Nature Journal is a biannual arts and 
human rights magazine exploring “crime against 
nature” laws and their legacies, in print, in person, 
and online. Authors and readers from law, activism, 
social sciences, and the arts are brought together to 
foster dialogue on sexual and reproductive rights and 
rethink nature anew.

This inaugural issue outlines the intersections 
between legislation, human rights activism, and 
spirituality. We celebrate the magical legacy of 
the late writer BINYAVANGA WAINAINA with his 
first piece of fiction, accompanied by an essay on 
his lifework by AMATESIRO DORE. The issue also 
includes legal scholar VIVEK  DIVAN’s commentary 
on a seminal verdict in the history of “crime against 
nature” laws from India, essays on non-normative 
approaches to spirituality and religion by MARTTI 
NISSINEN and LINN MARIE TONSTAD, poetry by 
ABU NUWAS and CHEKWUBE  DANLADI, an inspir-
ing text on the moral authority of “nature” by sci-
ence historian LORRAINE    DASTON, images from 
the colonial period in Vietnam by artist  DANH VO, 
and columns on recent events in Barbados, Brazil 
and Abya Yala, India, Kenya, Lebanon, Malaysia, 
Morocco, and Poland.
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Religion
The inaugural issue of The Against Nature Journal 
delves into the complex and sometimes contradic-
tory ways in which sexual and gender minorities are 
considered and shaped by world religions, including 
Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, and their denomina-
tions. The concept of “against nature” as a kind of 
dividing machine between what is natural and what 
is deviant is rooted in religious morality. The concep-
tual framework of our project is situated as an active 
response to the so-called laws against nature that still 
criminalize sexual and gender minorities in many 
parts of the world. We recognize that for various be-
lief systems “nature” is the expression of the divine, a 
superior force that is separate from yet threatened by 
human action. It is common in most religious tradi-
tions to conform to God’s judgment of whether a body 
or an act is either natural or unnatural. Religion as 
well as spirituality more generally are also sites from 
which to imagine and live a different relationship to 
the divine.

This first issue points to the historical foun-
dations of determining the “unnatural” within dom-
inant belief systems. Khanu vs Emperor (1925) is a 
case in point: one of the most influential lawsuits 
in Indian anti-sodomy law, it redefined the scope of 
Section 377, and for many years became the guiding 
judgment for interpreting anti-sodomy laws through-
out the British colonies of South Asia, East Asia, and 
East Africa, as lawyer and activist Vivek Divan re-
flects on. How anti-sodomy laws in these regions play 
out today is evident in the Columns section of this 
journal, focused on current news from such places 
where against nature laws still prevail (including 
India, Lebanon, Malaysia, Morocco, Kenya, and the 
Caribbean), along with debates from Europe, Latin 
America, and Brazil, where there are continual re-
gressions of reproductive, sexual orientation, and 
gender identity rights.

While often perceived as repressive and con-
straining, religion and even less regulated faiths and 
forms of spirituality have been and continue to be the 
refuge in which artists, writers, poets, and activists 
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rethink the question of what is “natural.” A special 
focus of this issue is on the literary practice and activ-
ism of Kenyan, gay, HIV-positive writer Binyavanga 
Wainaina (or the Binj, as he was so fondly called), 
who passed away in May 2019. Described by the New 
York Times as a “pioneering voice in African litera-
ture,” Wainaina not only inspired a new generation 
of writers in Africa but his work served to critique 
the spread of homophobia by Pentecostalism and the 
politicization of homosexuality. And yet, Wainaina 
also embarked on a personal spiritual quest. Writer 
Amatesiro Dore, one of many protégés mentored by 
Wainaina at the Farafina Trust Creative Writing 
Workshop in Nigeria, pays tribute to his lifework in 
these pages alongside the first piece of fiction that 
Wainaina ever wrote (originally published in 1996 on 
a now defunct literary website, but made available 
in print here for the first time). This early story is, 
somewhat surprisingly, about pagan spirituality and 
is accompanied by an introduction written by Achal 
Prabhala. Dore’s own breakthrough poem “Joy,” a 
beautiful, queer take on sexuality and religion, has 
also been republished as another companion piece.

The issue showcases progressive approaches 
to religious thinking and practice that contribute to 
the ways in which we experience our own “nature,” 
our own sexual and gender identities. Theologians 
Martti Nissinen and Linn Marie Tonstad, coming from 
differing perspectives, provide inspirational reflections 
on this matter. Nissinen’s text, originally published in 
1998, reviews the “unnatural” as intrinsic to ideas of 
creation and gender in the biblical world. Tonstad, in 
a text specially commissioned for this issue, questions 
from a queer perspective who the “we” implicated by 
the journal might be. These essays are accompanied by 
the poetry of Abu Nuwas, one of the most important 
poets of the Islamic world in the eighth century, and 
contemporary, queer writer Chekwube Danladi. They 
both welcome an accommodating spirituality.

Danh Vo inaugurates the artist contributions 
of The Against Nature Journal. Vo’s conceptual art 
practice is concerned with the histories and meanings 
of sacred objects across cultures. He shares two bodies 
of work on this issue’s theme, both of which consider 

the intertwinement of religion, colonialism, sexuality, 
and ultimately violence. Originally documentation, 
these reworked testimonies of Catholic missionaries in 
the nineteenth century and the personal records of the 
sexual behavior of American agents in Vietnam show  
Vo’s long-term commitment to finding poetic spaces 
and elegant forms for objects that carry contradictions 
and speak to power.

The closing section of the journal is dedicated 
to the central topic of “against nature” and the related 
terms of “natural order” and “nature” itself. Across all 
editions, this section will be dedicated to key theoreti-
cal texts, making accessible to our readers a potential 
resource for advocacy. This issue includes the writing 
of Lorraine Daston, whose far-reaching philosophical 
work on our guiding concept has been an inspiration 
since the beginning of the project. Her essay is accom-
panied by a world chart illustrating the geographic 
scope of the against nature laws.

All in all, the contributions to this inaugural 
issue of The Against Nature Journal, which can be 
read in order, out of order, altogether, or as individual 
reflections, expand our understanding of nature, reli-
gion, and social justice in important and exciting ways. 

Aimar Arriola
Editor
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A glimpse into LGBTQI+ life and culture, struggles and hopes 
from across the world. Featuring regular contributions by ac-
tivists, writers, and scholars from places where against nature 
laws still prevail and where there are continual regressions of 
reproductive, sexual orientation, and gender identity rights.
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Donnya Piggott 

It is no secret that religion largely 
fuels the rampant homophobia that 
exists in the world. More specifi-
cally, it fuels the homophobia that 
exists in the Caribbean where I live 
and where I tirelessly pursue with 
others a path toward equality and 
justice for all people.

It then raises the question as to 
why Barbados–Gays, Lesbians and 
All-Sexualities against Discrimi-
nation (B-GLAD), the organiza-
tion which I’ve led for seven years, 
would host a Pride in Jesus church 
service during Pride Month in 2019.

Much like other LGBTQ organi-
zations across the Caribbean region, 
our main adversary has always been 
the Christian church. They argue 
that homosexuality equates to a 
demonic spirit, as preached at ral-
lies across the island, or is against 
the natural order of man, or further 
that it is “the erosion of the fabric of 
society.”

Despite some pushback from 
within the church itself, the resis-
tance to such beliefs in the local 
LGBTQ community has created 
much discussion. The church is still 
a source of trauma for LGBTQ peo-
ple—many of whom left the church 
quite some years ago. Feelings of 
rejection, self-hate, and inadequacy 

share in common scripture, dif-
fering experiences, and various 
perspectives.

If we are going to embrace and 
celebrate diversity, we must be 
inclusive. As a non-Christian mem-
ber of the LGBTQ community, I may 
not know the direct outcome of the 
dialogue for Christian people. But I 
do believe that it was a step in the 
right direction because real change 
starts with just that—dialogue.

Viviane Vergueiro

Two episodes from the Brazilian con-
text that occurred in the last year 
might be useful for reflecting  
on antigender agendas in our 
regional political contexts. The first,  
a legislative attempt in the state of  
São Paulo to establish “biological 
sex as the only criterion for the 
definition of competitors’ gender” 
in professional sports (Assembleia 
Legislativa, no. 346, April 2, 2019); 
the other, violent remarks made  
by Jair Bolsonaro, (still) the coun-
try’s president, about a Rede Globo 
TV program on trans women and 
travestis in prison, after the cause 
of imprisonment of one interviewee 
was publicized. 

Pride in Jesus 
Church Service: 
Bridging the 
Divide in 
Barbados and 
the Caribbean

Antigender 
Agendas as 
Colonial 
Reestablishments 
in Brazil and
Abya Yala

stem from our early experiences 
with religion. So, the question 
remains: Why would we host such 
an event?

A church service with song, 
prayer, and worship allows believ-
ers in the Christian faith to have 
important conversations about 
equality. Barbados is touted as a 
Christian nation. Yet, over the years 
the church has only demonstrated 
fear, spread misinformation, and 
blocked the progress of the LGBTQ 
community. Our church service was 
an effort to heal and overcome that 
divide. This is where real progress is 
made, by building bridges.

Christians who believe in 
equality, fairness, justice, and 
love exist, of course: they are often 
the ones who send us encouraging 
notes to our in-boxes or quietly 
stop us in the street. They recog-
nize that the LGBTQ community 
needs to be protected and not 
denounced. There are also Chris-
tian–LGBTQ people, who in exist-
ing within this intersection more 
often hide their own sexualities 
but support us from the shadows. 
We accept them for living their 
truths, too. It’s important that 
they are not forgotten.

As expected, the event caused 
quite a stir. Leading antigay reli-
gious leaders attended, quietly lis-
tened, and discussed among them-
selves, sometimes disagreeing with 
the need and relevance of such an 
event and interrupting with opin-
ions. However, the service allowed 
all religious leaders, falling either 
side of the LGBTQ inclusion argu-
ment, to hear each other out and 

By bringing these incidents 
together, I invite consideration on 
the connections between antigender 
agendas (as proposed by Sexuality 
Policy Watch) and the idea of “colo-
nial reestablishment.” I consider 
this as a theoretical assemblage of 
bio-necropolitics and colonialities 
(of power, knowledge, being) that 
constitute socioeconomic disposi-
tifs and force multipliers, which 
legitimize, actualize, and normal-
ize the past, present, and future 
of socio cultural and geopolitical 
relationships. Colonial reestablish-
ment is a present political desire 
for many worldwide: a “natural” 
order of things based on supremacist 
perspectives and hierarchies placed 
between existences. In this sense, 
the two episodes are illustrations of 
institutional exclusion and offenses, 
perpetrated by political represen-
tatives against trans and gender 
nonconforming peoples, and both 
evoke a space-time that amounts to 
at least five hundred years of white, 
European genocide.

The connections between these 
events also situate the complexity 
around the perspectives and rights 
regarding gender identities, gender 
expressions, and sex characteristics 
in resisting against antigender agen-
das. As detailed in the “Rights at 
Risk” report by the Observatory on 
the Universality of Rights in 2017, 
it is important to realize how such 
agendas are promoted and funded 
by secular and religious stakehold-
ers at various levels, and how they 
affect various groups through dif-
ferent strategies. As some countries 
implement sex/gender-based social 
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segregation measures during the 
Covid-19 pandemic, it seems impor-
tant to map the elements that drive 
societies’ imaginaries.

These interconnections bring 
forth the worldwide precarization 
of socioeconomic rights and auton-
omy, particularly of marginalized 
groups, including LGBTI people, in 
the intersections of race and class. 
They also highlight the need to 
locate sociohistorical specificities 
in understanding the ways in which 
power operates within colonial ide-
ologies, industrial revolutions, and 
supremacist projects.

When a bill excluding trans 
women from professional sports is 
proposed—ignoring directions from 
international bodies on the issue—
it is not a mere act of excluding a 
social group from an occupation. 
A deeper question arises: Can trans 
politics allow us to better regard 
broader economic injustices of 
gendered bio-necropolitics? Could it 
contribute to a collective rethink-
ing of the professional sports’ 
hyperproductive, corrupt econo-
mies, and the gendered dispositifs 
they rely upon?

And when a gesture of 
“humanized” treatment toward 
trans women and travestis in 
prisons is instrumentalized by 
Bolsonaro’s Mafia through insults, 
it is not solely about defending 
individual rights independently of 
one’s crimes, but an opportunity 
to promote critical perspectives on 
judicial rights and the prison- 
industrial complex and its increas-
ingly privatized, mediatized 
functions; a complex that must 

I was highly skeptical about their 
approach at first, suspecting a judg-
mental attitude rather than respect 
for human diversity.

However, in 2009, I came to 
know about an FBO called the 
National Council of Churches in 
India (NCCI), when they issued a 
statement in support of the High 
Court of Delhi’s decision to read 
down Section 377 of the Indian 
Penal Code, a British-era law that 
continued to criminalize queer 
people even after sixty-two years 
of Independence. NCCI, a forum of 
thirty-one Protestant and Orthodox 
churches across India, was one 
of the few FBOs willing to revisit 
their stance on non-normative 
genders and sexualities, and seem-
ingly even at the cost of upsetting 
member churches. Given that 
Section 377 was a “great religious 
unifier,” NCCI also put themselves 
at risk of unshielded criticism from 
non-Christian organizations.

In 2016, when I attended an 
NCCI conference of church leaders, 
theologians, and queer activists at 
the United Theological College in 
Bangalore, I further learned that 
NCCI’s ESHA program had con-
vened workshops on human sexu-
ality for church leaders as early as 
2001, engaging queer Christians as 
advocates. In their centennial year 
of 2014, NCCI set up the National 
Ecumenical Forum for Gender 
and Sexual Diversities. They also 
drafted a course on human sexual-
ity for graduate students of theol-
ogy. This was rather courageous 
since the Supreme Court of India 
had just turned back the clock to 

A Church 
Coalition’s 
Rainbow-
Inclusion Efforts 
in India

be linked to the extreme global 
extractivism, militarism, and fas-
cism which organize violence.

I share these few thoughts in 
the hope of situating antigender 
agendas within the attempts of 
colonial reestablishment operat-
ing today in Brazil and Abya Yala 
through bio-necropolitical suprem-
acisms and extractivisms, which 
in relation to data invisibilities 
and exotisms also interrogate the 
political role of the sciences. To 
connect these dots, especially in 
times of pandemia, seems critical 
for our collective survival and 
well-being.

Pawan Dhall

Religion does not enthrall me, 
but its influence on queer lives 
does affect me. As a queer activist 
working since the 1990s, I have 
come across people who have 
reconciled their religion’s diktats 
on sin, guilt, and shame with their 
gender or sexuality, HIV status, 
or occupation in sex work. There 
are others, though, who remain 
trapped in between. In search of 
better ways to help them, I became 
familiar with faith-based organi-
zations (FBOs) in the mid-2000s in 
the context of the HIV epidemic. 

reinstate Section 377—though they 
eventually read it down again, and 
irreversibly, in 2018.

NCCI now aims to transform 
the Ecumenical Forum into an 
autonomous institute for gender, 
sexuality, and religious equality, 
and to move beyond individual 
programs like ESHA to make 
NCCI’s entire organizational pol-
icy queer inclusive. NCCI’s efforts 
are thought-provoking. Hinduism 
as a faith and amalgam of cultures 
already embodies several exam-
ples of queerness. It also claims 
to have no queerphobic strictures 
comparable to those supposedly 
prescribed in Judeo-Christian reli-
gions. But I fear that this openness 
is being appropriated by queer 
Hindutva proponents as an unsub-
stantiated claim of cultural supe-
riority, where literary research 
shows that queerness has a positive 
space in other religions as well.

I hope that NCCI’s credibility 
as a queer-friendly FBO grows. 
Simultaneously, I look for greater 
nuance in their work. They have 
published a considerable amount  
of literature to question the belief  
that the Bible condemns homo-
sexuality as a sin. Yet, some of these 
texts only seem to accept queer 
people contingent on same-sex 
marriage. What about single queer 
people?

If a kinder and more just prac-
tice of religion is possible, one that 
overcomes the literal adherence to 
scriptural divination, then a queer 
studies circle piloted in 2019 by 
Bishop’s College, a Kolkata-based 
NCCI affiliate, comes to mind. The 
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Dayna Ash

The October Revolution (still 
ongoing) in Lebanon erupted due to 
cedars burning, the drop in currency 
value, and an exorbitant taxation 
placed on a failing infrastruc-
ture enabled by forty-five years of 
corruption. 

The Lebanese Republic is 
governed by the Free Patriotic 
Movement, which is currently led 
by Gebran Bassil, an ex-minister 
and the son-in-law of the president. 
They propagate divisive racist, 
sexist, and homophobic slurs to 
control, demonize, and segregate 
the public with conservative and 
religious rhetoric, as indicated 
recently by Charbel Khalil, the 
director of programs at OTV, a TV 
channel owned and operated by the 
party: “Your homosexual deviance, 
your demons, your Mashrou’ Leila 
WILL NOT PASS. You’re dragging 
this country to destruction.”

The LGBTQI community did 
not infiltrate the revolution, but 
neither are we on its outskirts; 
LGBTQI is part of what makes up 
society in Lebanon, ranging from 
capitalists to communists, from the 
lower class to the upper, from young 
women to old men, and all the 
in-betweens. LGBTQI are Muslim, 
Christian, Druze, and atheists. 

circle aimed to facilitate friendship 
between “faculty and students of 
theology” and “queer persons.” 
Such an initiative might better 
address the post-decriminalization 
need for an anti-discrimination 
ethos and drive home the message 
that “homophobia is un-Christian.”

Kari Mugo

As April dovetailed into May 2020, 
amidst an unprecedented moment in 
the world, the High Court in Kenya 
was making its ruling in a petition 
brought by filmmaker Wanuri 
Kahiu against the Kenya Film 
Classification Board (KFCB), the 
agency responsible for the national 
regulation of films and broadcast 
content. In the petition, Kahiu was 
challenging the KFCB’s decision to 
ban her film Rafiki from viewership 
and distribution within the coun-
try. Rafiki, which means “friend” in 
Kiswahili, tells the coming-of-age 
story of a romance between two 
women in Nairobi’s housing estates. 
Banned in April 2018 for, as the 
board put it, “its homosexual theme 
and clear intent to promote lesbian-
ism in Kenya contrary to the law,” 
the movie went on to premiere at 
Cannes, making history as Kenya’s 
first feature at the festival.

parenthood. But Kahiu’s case is not 
the first time that Christian values 
have been conflated with national 
ones, or for that matter the public’s 
interest.

Barely a year ago, in another 
courtroom in the constitutional 
division of the High Court of 
Kenya, activists attempting to 
decriminalize same-sex conduct 
received another ruling laden with 
similar appeals. In that ruling, the 
court had argued that repealing 
Sections 162 and 165 of the Penal 
Code, which make same-sex con-
duct punishable with up to four-
teen years imprisonment, would 
not only go against national values 
but threaten the basic unity of 
the family. Repealing these laws, 
the judges said, would sanction 
the coupling and cohabitation 
of same-sex individuals, posing 
a challenge to the constitutional 
definition of marriage as between 
members of the opposite sex. It 
was not enough that activists in 
petitions and oral submissions 
had argued that this case was not 
about the right to marry.

Both cases are under appeal 
and highlight the challenges in 
seeking redress through the courts, 
particularly when faced with a  
fervent religious block that feels 
mandated by the strength of  
its numbers to push for a religious 
state, where a secular one also 
stands.

LGBTQI of  
the Lebanese 
Revolution 
Don’t Need 
Permission

The Trial of 
Kenya’s LGBT 
Community in 
the Court of 
Public Opinion

Back in Kenya, the film was 
greeted with far less celebration. 
Kenya is one of dozens of countries 
in Africa that still has jurisdiction 
to criminalize consensual same-
sex sexual activity. With hundreds 
of annual reported violations and 
instances of discrimination against 
sexual and gender minorities, the 
courts have emerged as a new bat-
tleground for activists and oppo-
nents in the push for human rights 
for LGBT people. While Kahiu’s 
case sought to establish her con-
stitutional right to the freedom of 
expression, we know that censor-
ship of LGBT stories is one way in 
which discourse can be stymied, 
limiting the public’s understanding 
of the challenges that the commu-
nity faces, prejudicing myths and 
stereotypes instead. The ruling in 
April against Kahiu, in favor of 
upholding the ban, therefore came 
as a disappointment.

Following the judgment, the 
director of KFCB, an overzealous 
moral policeman, who once called 
for two male lions appearing to 
have sex in the Maasai Mara to 
receive counseling, had this to say 
on Twitter: “We stood for family 
values and what we believe to be in 
the best interest of Kenya. Family is 
the basic unit of society.”

In a country where a reported 
80 percent of its 47+ million-strong 
population identifies as Christian, 
“family values” has become a dog 
whistle for conservatism, which in 
Kenya includes a rejection of  
homosexuality, fierce admonition  
of abortion as a woman’s right,  
and opposition to divorce and single 
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