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Submitted via state.gov
Dear U.S. State Department Commission on Unalienable Rights:
We are grateful for the opportunity to provide comments to the Commission on
Unalienable Rights (“CUR” or “the Commission”) regarding its work and forthcoming report
and recommendations. The CUR was established by Secretary of State Pompeo under the
Federal Advisory Committee Act (“FACA”) with the aim to distinguish international human
rights that are “unalienable” from those that are “ad hoc.”1 The CUR will also provide guidance
to the Secretary on where human rights discourse has purportedly departed from natural law and
natural rights enshrined in the nation’s founding principles.2
The undersigned are scholars of law, political science, public policy, public health,
psychology, and economics, among other fields, with substantial expertise related to human
rights and discrimination generally, and the rights and well-being of lesbian, gay, bisexual, and
transgender (“LGBT”) people in particular. Many of the undersigned are affiliated with the
Williams Institute or the Promise Institute for Human Rights at the University of California at
Los Angeles School of Law. The Williams Institute is a research center dedicated to conducting
rigorous and independent academic research on sexual orientation and gender identity, including
on the lived experience and well-being of LGBT people both inside the United States and
globally, as well as rights and legal protections related to sexual orientation and gender identity.
The Promise Institute is the center of human rights education, research, and advocacy at UCLA
and around the region. The CUR’s mandate and opaque process, along with the publicly stated
views of several CUR members, raise grave concerns about the underlying aims of the
Commission and the potentially harmful impact its final recommendations could have for
marginalized communities such as LGBT people.
Based on reporting from human rights advocates, as well as public statements by Secretary
Pompeo and several Commission members, it appears that the objective of the CUR is to
produce recommendations that would substantiate a ranking of rights that prioritize some rights –
namely, freedom of religion – over others. Such determinations run counter to longstanding
international legal obligations and foreign policies of the United States. Moreover, they risk
endangering the lives of historically marginalized communities, such as women and people with
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disabilities. This letter highlights the particular impact on LGBT people, especially in
communities where U.S. support has helped advance the rights and improve the well-being of
sexual and gender minorities.
I.

There is no hierarchy of rights that privileges freedom of religion over enjoyment of
other human rights.

Several CUR members have made comments during the public hearings that suggest the
Commission’s final recommendations will delineate a hierarchy of rights whereby some, such as
freedom of religion, are fundamental and inviolable, while others are subsidiary and can be
infringed upon for the protection of religious freedom.3 Through this lens, certain rights
violations must be tolerated for the enjoyment of otherwise universal rights such as freedom of
religion.4 At least one Commission member, Peter Berkowitz, has even argued that human rights
themselves are derived from Christianity, effectively casting all rights as religious rights and
elevating freedom of religion as primary and certain other rights as secondary.5
Adopting this hierarchical view of human rights would represent an abrogation of universally
accepted international norms and a violation of the United States’ obligations under international
law. The Universal Declaration on Human Rights expressly states that “everyone is entitled to all
the rights and freedoms set forth in this Declaration, without distinction of any kind, such as
race, colour, sex, language, religion, political or other opinion, national or social origin, property,
birth or other status.”6 Likewise, Article 5 of the Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action
asserts that “[a]ll human rights are universal, indivisible and interdependent and interrelated. The
international community must treat human rights globally in a fair and equal manner.”7 Even
recognizing the diversity of historical, cultural, and religious contexts in which rights are claimed
and applied, the Vienna Declaration maintains that states have a duty “regardless of their
political, economic and cultural systems, to promote and protect all human rights and
fundamental freedoms.”8 The United States, as a signatory, has a duty to promote and enforce all
rights as equally important.
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II.

The international human rights framework does not reflect a proliferation of rights
but rather the equitable recognition of existing rights and duties.

Secretary Pompeo and several commissioners have argued that a supposed “proliferation” of
human rights claims has undermined “fundamental” individual rights, such as freedom of
religion and freedom of speech.9 Such claims could form the basis of policies that would limit
the rights of marginalized communities, including LGBT individuals, who have increasingly
made rights claims within the international human rights framework. That phenomenon does not
reflect a proliferation of new rights but rather the belated application to individuals and
communities of fundamental rights to which they have always been entitled.
The development of the international human rights architecture over time has not resulted in
the recognition of new rights. Rather, the implementation of foundational treaties, such as the
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) through the Human Rights
Committee,10 and the advent of subsequent agreements like the Convention Against Torture
(CAT) and the Convention on the Elimination of all forms of Discrimination Against Women
(CEDAW), have broadened the scope of rights recognized and resulted in the more equal
application of existing duties to states and the more equal extension of rights to more groups and
individuals who, for historical, political, or other reasons, had previously been excluded.
Reflecting this universality, global human rights bodies have recognized the right to be free
from discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation and gender identity. In March 2007, an
eminent group of human rights experts, under the auspices of the International Commission of
Jurists, released the Yogyakarta Principles on the application of international human rights law in
relation to sexual orientation and gender identity (“the Yogyakarta Principles”).11 The group of 29
experts, representing 25 countries and all geographic regions, conducted a comprehensive mapping
of international human rights law to identify how LGBT communities were already protected within
existing human rights obligations and to affirm the duty of states to prevent discrimination and
violence on the basis of sexual orientation and gender identity.12 Similarly, in 2011, the United
9
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Nations Human Rights Council adopted a resolution offered by South Africa, Brazil, and 39 cosponsors that specifically recalled the universality of human rights enshrined in the UDHR,
ICCPR, and ICESCR to express "grave concern at acts of violence and discrimination, in all
regions of the world committed against individuals because of their sexual orientation and
gender identity."13 And in 2016, the United Nations General Assembly expressly recalled the
universality and interdependence of human rights law in adopting a resolution appointing an
Independent Expert on protection against violence and discrimination based on sexual
orientation and gender identity, with a mandate to, among other things, “assess the
implementation of existing international human rights instruments with regard to ways to
overcome violence and discrimination against persons on the basis of their sexual orientation or
gender identity, while identifying both best practices and gaps.”14
Regional bodies have also recognized the universality of human rights protections for LGBT
people. The Inter-American Commission on Human Rights has recognized that violence,
prejudice, and discrimination violate the human rights of LGBT persons and have “specific and
negative repercussions on the enjoyment and exercise of all their human rights, including their
civil, political, economic, social and cultural rights.”15 Likewise, the Inter-American Court of
Human Rights has held that the American Convention on Human Rights and international human
rights law prohibit discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation and gender identity when
applied to family rights and the right to one’s identity, including legal name change.16 Within
Europe, multiple institutions, including the Council of Europe and the European Court of Human
Rights, have linked European support for LGBT rights to universal values and a respect for
fundamental rights, including freedom from discrimination.17 And for its part, the African
Commission on Human and People’s Rights grounded its 2014 resolution on “Protection against
Violence and other Human Rights Violations against Persons on the basis of their real or
imputed Sexual Orientation or Gender Identity” in the African Charter’s broad prohibition
against discrimination of any kind.18
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III.

The Commission’s work may benefit authoritarian regimes and further endanger
the safety, well-being, and dignity of LGBT communities outside the United States.

By questioning the universality of human rights and prioritizing some rights over others, the
Commission risks signaling to the international community that the U.S. government views the
international human rights framework as open to reinterpretation as individual governments or
public officials see fit. The Commission’s willingness to question the basic foundations of the
human rights framework risks emboldening populist and authoritarian regimes that actively
promote revanchist policies and apply culturally relativist interpretations of this framework to
justify repression, further endangering already marginalized communities such as LGBT people.
Despite advances in recent years, consensual same-sex activity remains criminalized in 69
countries, and sexual and gender minorities remain at risk throughout the world.19 Political
leaders increasingly denounce LGBT people and impose restrictions on organizations that
advocate for—or are perceived as supporting—LGBT rights. LGBT human rights defenders are
subject to arrest, and some states have even sought to expand criminal penalties for same-sex
conduct.20
Scholars have found that homophobic rhetoric is employed in diverse global contexts to a
variety of ends. It provides a “ready rhetoric” of oppression that political actors can leverage in
times of both crisis and calm.21 State actors can use homophobia for strategic ends such as
deflecting attention from undemocratic activities or economic downturn,22 or promoting national
identity when political regimes or physical borders are under threat.23 Leaders may feel
emboldened to use such rhetoric—or even act on these impulses—if they perceive that they will
incur few if any costs for violating the rights of LGBT people.
LGBT people are harmed by what leaders say and do, for it has widespread implications and
can shape public attitudes that negatively impact their health and well-being. Anti-LGBT
rhetoric contributes to an environment of stigma and discrimination, which are associated with
bullying and violence, physical and mental health problems, employment discrimination, and
decreased rates of civic participation.24 For example, after Russian President Vladimir Putin
signed the 2013 “gay propaganda” law, the level of violence against LGBT people in the country
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substantially increased.25 The CUR’s work, if ultimately relegating LGBT rights to a subsidiary
status, would further stigmatize sexual and gender minorities and provide ample fodder for
authoritarian leaders to target this already marginalized population.
IV.

Failing to promote LGBT rights through U.S. foreign policy would reflect a
departure from longstanding priorities and an abdication of global leadership.

Since 2011, LGBT rights have been an official component of U.S. foreign policy, ushered in
with a presidential memorandum that mandated all government agencies “ensure that U.S.
diplomacy and foreign assistance programs promote and protect the human rights of LGBT
people.”26 Then-Secretary of State Hillary Clinton declared that “gay rights are human rights,
and human rights are gay rights,” presaging a slew of initiatives to promote LGBT rights abroad
including the creation of the Global Equality Fund to finance activism and instructing U.S.
ambassadors abroad to pursue LGBT equality in their engagement with local public officials. To
be sure, such engagement by the United States was not without controversy, and some activists
and commentators have lamented that U.S. policies sparked a backlash against progress on
LGBT rights.27 Yet, the Commission’s work could lead to a significant shift in U.S. foreign
policy that would reflect a deeper retrenchment on global LGBT rights and an abdication of the
United States’s role as a leader on these issues.28 Such a decision would be misguided. As
previously noted, LGBT people around the world continue to face violence and discrimination.
While a change in approach may be warranted—to one privileging the leadership, priorities, and
expertise of in-country stakeholders outside the United States—the diminution of political and
financial support could imperil the health and well-being of LGBT people abroad.
V.

Conclusion

For the foregoing reasons, the Commission on Unalienable Rights should refrain from
prioritizing some rights as primary over other rights or relying strictly on a conception of natural
rights to derive fundamental human rights. At a minimum, the CUR should continue public
hearings in a more transparent, accessible manner and ensure a greater diversity of viewpoints
are included in guiding the Commission’s final recommendations.
Respectfully submitted,
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